
Anthropology 8 
Ancient Civilizations of the Mesoamerica 
3 units; 3 hours lecture 
Recommended Preparation: eligibility for English 1A  
Credit, degree applicable transfer CSU, UC 
 
This course traces the development of the indigenous societies of this region from the entry of humans into the 
Americas at the end of the Upper Paleolithic until the invasion of the Spaniards in the early sixteenth century. 
Special attention will be given to those societies that achieved chiefdom or state-level political complexity. 
Topics will include the languages, writing systems, belief systems, political systems, economies, monuments 
and art of these peoples. 
 
Course Objectives: 

1.Compare and contrast the varying traces that have been left by societies of differing levels of social 
complexity in the archaeological record of Mesoamerica. 

2.Identify the cultural region of Mesoamerica on a map of North and Central America, and describe its climates 
and topography. 

3.Identify and explain the differences between a language, language family, proto-language, and language 
isolate and provide Mesoamerican examples. 

4.List the major Mesoamerican hieroglyphic scripts, and discuss the major characteristics of Mesoamerican 
hieroglyphic languages. 

5.Assess the geological, linguistic and archaeological evidence supporting the differing positions taken by 
scientists for the timing of the first movement of humans into the New World. 

6.Delineate and assess the evolution of subsistence strategies in Mesoamerica from the Upper Paleolithic to the 
beginning of the Formative period. 

7.Outline the development of the complex societies along the Gulf of Mexico and analyze the principal features 
of the religion of the Olmecs, such as have survived in the archaeological record. 

8.Compare and contrast the competing theories that account for the presense of common elements of Olmec 
elite paraphernalia, monuments, settlement organizations, and religious imagery among the Formative Period 
peoples located along the Gulf Coast, Guerrero, Puebla/Morelos Basin, and the Pacific coast of Chiapas. 

9.Determine and examine the common features of the first Mayan chiefdoms and states. 

10.Outline and evaluate early Mayan cosmology from the iconographic evidence from Formative period centers 
such as San Bartolo, El Mirador, and Cerros against information from the Postclassic text Popol Vuh. 

11.Analyze the relationship between the natural resources of the Petén demography and the stability of the 
states of the Classical period of the Maya. 

12.Describe and evaluate the models for the organization of the political systems of the Maya Classical period. 

13.Describe the shifting patterns of settlement in the Valley of Oaxaca during the Formative period. 



14.Outline and assess the history of the state of Teotihuacan using information from Maya texts and imagery, 
Oaxacan imagery, and the archaeological record of Teotihuacan and Matacapan. 

15.Analyze the culture of the Chichimec peoples of Northern Mexico by examining the remains of the centers at 
Alta Vista, La Quemada and Tulla de Allende. 

16.Describe what is known about the rise to prominence of the Mexica (Aztecs) from ethnohistoric sources. 

17.Identify and evaluate the structural weaknesses of the Mexica state that made it vulnerable to conquest by the 
Spanish under Cortés. 

Student Learning Outcomes: 

1. SLO #1 Locating Mesoamerica: After completing this class the student will know that Mesoamerica is 
an ancient cultural region that encompasses Northern, central and southern Mexico, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Belize, and El Salvador. 

2. SLO #2 Quiche Maya Myths: In a written exam, students will demonstrate a critical understanding of 
the Quiche Maya myths contained in the Popol Vuh. Specifically, they will answer questions concerning 
the identities of deities and the cosmological provenance of deities and animals that appear in the book. 
They will also answer questions concerning Mesoamerican concepts concerning the body and life cycle 
and afterlife.  

3. SLO #3 Mesoamerica’s Indigenous: In a multiple choice exam students will display a mastery of the 
key facts and issues concerning Mesoamerica’s indigenous written and spoken languages. Specifically 
these questions will cover key concepts of historical linguistics pertaining to spoken languages, and the 
concepts, analytical approaches, and achievements in the decipherment of pre-Columbian written 
languages.  

ADA Statement: Students with disabilities who believe they may need accommodations in this class are encouraged to 
contact the Special Resource Center on campus as soon as possible to better ensure such accommodations are 
implemented in a timely fashion. As well, please contact me privately to discuss your specific needs. 

Student Code of Conduct 

http://www.elcamino.edu/administration/board/boarddocs/5500%20%20Academic%20Honesty.pdf 

Student Rights and Grievances Procedure 5530 

http://www.elcamino.edu/administration/board/policies.asp 
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