MONICA BOND-LAMBERTY

Too Despacito: Reflections on Teaching
Latin America in the Global Context

I

love history, and most would say that my upbringing brought me to it naturally: I am
the daughter of a Peruvian mother and an American diplomat who served in Cuba
when the United States broke relations, in Guatemala during the Ydígoras regime, and in
Peru during Velasco’s coup. I have visited many of the pre-Columbian and colonial archeological sites in Peru and Guatemala and have kept abreast of recent excavations in both
countries. I have also been fortunate to teach in communities with a Hispanic presence
that has encouraged me to broaden the scope of my history classes to include their experiences as well. The course of my life, as well as my academic training, helped prepare me
for addressing the possibilities of teaching Latin American topics within the wider field of
world history. Some teachers have such experiences and training, but the overwhelming
majority will not. I hope that the following discussion will benefit any teacher seeking to
enrich their students’ understanding of the world around them through the use of material
drawn from the history of Latin America.

What Textbooks have or do not have to Offer
While we have seen some improvement in the teaching of the role of Latin America in
world history, progress has been rather too “despacito” (slow). Back in 1984, when I first
enrolled in a “World Studies” course in the United States, the course textbook, Peoples,
Men and Nations: A World History was 878 pages long and nine years old.1 Of its ten Units,
only five made any mention of Latin America. The first mention, on page 281, was only
six pages long, and covered all of the pre-Columbian Americas, North and South, with the
intent of showing how “Indians developed distinctive ways of life.” Global connections
were addressed seemingly at random and unsupported by evidence in sentences such as,
“some Chinese missionaries may have reached Central America in the 400s.” The next
mention comes on page 316 where Christopher Columbus arrived at San Salvador and
other Europeans conquered the sometimes-mentioned locals. Eight pages describe the
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Image 1: Moray, an Incan agricultural testing site in the Peruvian highlands. Author’s photograph.

European exploration and conquest of the Americas, with little mention of the effects on
their inhabitants. The region is again discussed on page 429 where four pages are devoted
to describing the “rigid colonial society in Latin America.” In the subsequent section the
“Age of Revolution,” four pages are devoted to its effects on Latin American settler society.
Latin America next comes up on page 573 in the discussion of imperialism (after Oceania!), nine pages cover the “unsettled conditions” which “led to American intervention”
in the region. The last mention of Latin America is on page 815, addressing the “unstable
economic and political conditions” caused by the Cold War. I was fortunate in that my
teacher, Mrs. Schepps, had been to Latin America and chose to spend time on some of
pre-Columbian societies.
Some few textbooks today go beyond the standard narrative of, “they were there, they
were conquered, they gained independence and then they were economically reconquered
and then the Cold War.” Nevertheless, as a teacher of world history, I found that I needed

2

Bond-Lamberty

| Too Despacito

to supplement textbooks with additional information and images, some based on my own
research. However, this is problematic, as many teachers do not have time for research or
other means of deepening their understanding of the region’s history sufficiently to employ
teaching examples drawn from Latin American history. Hard pressed teachers can and do
make use of their own experiences in high school classes, such as mine with Mrs. Schepps,
as a benchmark of what they need to teach their own students, but few have had the good
fortune to have had such experiences. Understandably, this leaves Latin America—often
unknown to them other than in the context of immigration—getting the short end of the
stick. Even those teachers with the time and inclination to increase their coverage of the
region face the dilemma that any additional material might reduce the well-established
coverage of topics at their school, such as the Eurocentric “Age of Absolutism” imbedded
in traditional survey courses.

Acquiring a Compelling Narrative
Another part of the problem facing world history teachers without sufficient understanding of Latin American history is the lack of an overarching narrative like those that can be
found about Europe, China, or the Middle East. Teachers new to teaching World History can
get the broad strokes of pre-Colombian civilizations from their textbooks, but not the latest
scholarly findings about the Maya (unless they read recent issues of National Geographic).
They can learn more about the Columbian Exchange by reading Alfred W. Crosby’s seminal
book on the subject and/or Charles Mann’s 1493.2 However, many teachers new to world
history despair of ever “knowing everything.” The best thing that can happen is that they
realize that they simply cannot know everything and definitely not immediately! Rather,
they might begin by trying to learn a little bit of more about Latin American from what
they have at hand. Teachers who have sizeable populations of students whose families hail
from Latin America would do well to focus on that region sooner rather than later in their
courses, so as to encourage students themselves to ask for more content and discussion.
So, what is a conscientious teacher to do? For starters one could do worse than start by
watching John Leguizamo’s Latin History for Morons.3 It is funny and, while it veers into US
history, it does give one some broad strokes and a beginner’s bibliography. Be forewarned:
most schools will not permit showing it in high school classrooms given the pervasive foul
language throughout. You can also build on students’ own knowledge. Many high school
students will have heard of Latin America from reading the Time Warp Trio’s book Me Oh
Maya or the Magic Tree House’s trip to Machu Picchu in Late Lunch with Llamas. Of course,
you also need to undo the damage done by films like The Emperor’s New Groove and Indiana
Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull.4
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Micro-Additions
Another strategy is what I call micro-additions—just add a little spice to the narrative. For
a unit on early civilizations, discuss Norte Chico (Caral), which moves the timeline of the
Americas back considerably. When discussing the Muslim Agricultural Revolution compare
it to the spread of American crops like corn or the domestication of the trees in the Amazon
(see for example the discussion in Charles Mann’s 1491).5 No discussion of the conquest
of Mexico and Central America should leave out the Nahua who were given encomiendas
by the Spanish king for their service against the Mexica (see Laura Matthew and Michel
Oudik’s Indian Conquistadors).6 Wars for independence in Latin America should be prefaced
with a discussion of Tupac Amaru II. For those not familiar with him, you might try the
graphic history about his brother’s life: Witness to the Age of Revolution.7 The Smithsonian
has a great music collection that can be used to show the musical effects of migration to
Latin America in the 19th century.8 These are not the only examples that can be used; my
students admittedly get a generous focus on Peruvian history given my heritage and interests. If it interests you, you can make it interesting to them.

Image 2: At Caral, a city of the Norte Chico civilization in Peru. Author’s photograph.

4

Bond-Lamberty

| Too Despacito

Student Research
Another tactic: have your students do some of the researching. I usually give my students
inquiry-like research projects as culminating or review projects. One approach would be to
focus on a theme like environmental history or social history and have them do a regional
comparison. There are great resources on the environmental consciousness of the Inca or
the role of women in Latin America where women have been president already.9 Another
approach is to assign students the task of editing the sections of their textbooks that cover
Latin America. If you have older texts handy, they can prove useful as a comparison. On
the other hand, if you can get your hands on syllabi from university survey courses on
Latin America, some of the articles that are assigned in these courses can prove useful;
the students themselves can determine what is being left out. Such inquiries can inspire
critical thinking at a higher level. Finally, having your students watch Harvest of Empire is
a good starting point for a discussion of the treatment of modern Latin American history
in textbooks.10 This documentary has a definite political point of view that students could
try their hands at supporting or refuting.

Advanced Placement World History Ideas
For those teaching AP World History, below is a list of lessons, articles or images (not mentioned above) that one could incorporate into one’s course.
Unit 0—Be sure to mention at least one society like the Olmecs, Teotihuacan,
Nazca.
Unit 1—Global Tapestry—1200–1450—Have your students try to defend or
refute the central argument in “Cereals, Appropriability and Hierarchy” by
Mayshar and Moav or a simplified version of their argument.11
Unit 2—Networks of Exchange—be sure to address pre-Colombian trade
routes, World History for Us All (https://whfua.history.ucla.edu) has a nice
unit on spheres of interaction in the Americas as does the OER Project. Making
students cognizant of the interconnectedness between the different societies
is helpful in explaining how disease beats Europeans to some parts of the
Americas like the Inca.12
Unit 3—Land-Based Empires—have students examine the Inca’s economic
system (e.g. no merchants, communal agriculture, social safety net) and see if
it fits the definition of socialism, as argued by authors like Louis Baudin or it
does not, as argued by Peruvian historian Maria Rostworowski.13
Unit 4—Transoceanic Interconnections—include some items not commonly
listed among the trade goods—e.g. cochineal or have your students analyze an
image reflecting the power of the maroon communities/Palenques, etc.14
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Unit 5—Revolutions—Have students debate the role of pre-Columbian societies (e.g. Iroquois) in influencing Enlightenment ideals; or have students
analyze the role of Manuela Saenz, la libertadora del Libertador or for an earlier
influence they can look at Micaela Bastidas, the wife of Túpac Amaru II.15
Unit 6—Consequences of Industrialization—compare the depletion of
resources such as guano (bird feces exported for fertilizer) to those in other
regions; examine the influence of other societies on Latin American food e.g.
the so-called “Peruvian chicken,” uses soy sauce brought by Chinese and
Japanese immigrants in the 19th Century; or compare instances of xenophobia
in the US, Canada and Latin America.16
Unit 7—Global Conflict—analyze the effects of the Great Depression on Latin
America. Or have students investigate the actions taken during the World War
II, as to why Peru sent Japanese (citizens or not) to the U.S. for internment,
along with Japanese Americans, in response to an American request.17
Unit 8—Cold War and Decolonization—this unit is particularly useful in
making connections to the migration of Latin Americans to the US with CIA
activity in Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua being a particularly useful
place to start. Be sure to bring up how some countries elected the same groups
that the US fought against for so long. Harvest of Empire (cited above) is also
useful here.
Unit 9—Globalization—have students analyze the reasons behind the worldwide popularity of some Latin American songs—Macarena, Despacito, etc. Have
students research the aid projects being done in Latin America by other countries such as China and Japan, and others.

Conclusion
When I attended elementary school in the United States, I was impressed by the growing
presence of people of Latin American descent. Nowadays those who had arrived in the 1970s
are old enough to have raised their own children. Both the newly-arrived and naturalized
students need to see themselves reflected in the history being taught in the schools. Children need to understand why they are studying world history instead of another history.
As educators we need to make history relevant to diverse populations as well as develop
understanding about the past and present lives of the many peoples and cultures who
dwell on our planet. Progress in inclusion of Latin American content in the world history
mainstream has been slow, but steady. Hopefully specialists in Latin American history
and world historians working together can further enrich world history teaching into the
future, though perhaps less “despacito.”
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