
Document-Based Question:  What Happens When Two Cultures Meet? 
The Conquest of México 

 
In your first research paper for a high school Social Studies class, you will be developing the important skill of 
identifying and analyzing evidence in order to support a claim.  In this case, you do not have to do the research!  
The documents have already been selected for you.  That is why this assignment is called a Document Based 
Question (DBQ).   
 
Your packet contains a number of different sources that all address the essential question:  What happens when 
two cultures meet?  In this case, you are concerned with what happened when Cortés and his conquistadors met 
the indigenous peoples of México (Aztecs, Méxica, Cholulans & Tlaxcalans).   
 
The packet contains a variety of perspectives:  indigenous, European and academic.  The packet contains a variety 
of types of documents:  primary sources, secondary sources and visual sources.  The documents come a range of 
time periods:  some contemporary (from the 16th century), some from the 20th or 21st century.  You will need to 
select a minimum of 6 sources to use in your essay.  Your selected documents must include at least two 
perspectives and include at least two different types of documents. 
 
Step One: 
First, you need to read ALL of the documents.  As you read them, look for similarities and differences.  Ask 
yourself how they might help you to answer the essential question:  what happens when two cultures meet? 
 
Step Two: 
Second, select your documents. You will need a total of 6 documents.  They must include at least 2 perspectives 
and 2 different types of documents.  List your documents below: 
 

Document # Perspective 
(Indigenous, European or 

Academic) 

Type 
(primary, secondary, visual) 

1.   
2.   
3.   
4.   
5.   
6.   

 
Step Three: 
After you select your documents, you must write 1 paragraph analyzing each document (that means 6 
paragraphs).  Your analysis of each document should consider the following questions: 

• AUTHOR:  Who created the document?  (European or indigenous? Participant or observer?)  What is the 
perspective of the creator of the document?  What is their point of view? 

• PLACE AND TIME:  When and where was the document created?  (16th century or present day?)  How 
might this affect the meaning? 

• REASON:  What is the purpose of the document?  Who was the intended audience of the document?   
• SIGNIFICANCE:  How does the document help you to answer the essential question:  what happens when 

two cultures meet? 
• SUMMARY:  write a 2-3 sentence summary of the document.   

 
  



Step Four: 
Next, you must develop a working thesis.  
 
Things to consider:  What do you think happened?  How did each culture view the other?  What role did 
ethnocentrism play in the meeting of the two cultures?  What kinds of misunderstandings or misinterpretations 
resulted?  Was it inevitable that the Europeans would defeat the indigenous people?  Did one culture have 
advantages over the other (think about Guns, Germs & Steel)? 
 
Step Five: 

• Next select quotes from your documents to support that will support your thesis.   
• Outline your essay 
• Draft your essay 

o Your essay must be 2-3 pages long, typed, double-spaced, 12-point font, 1-inch margins.   
o Your essay must include quotes from the documents.   
o The source # must appear in () at the end of the quote. 

 
Steps to Writing Your DBQ 

Step Task Due Date Stamp 
1 Read & annotate ALL the documents – by end of class Mon 3/12  
2 Select your documents & write 1 ¶ on 2 of your documents Wed 3/14  
3 Write 1 ¶ on remaining 4 documents Fri 3/16  
4 Draft your thesis & post it on Moodle - by end of class Fri 3/16  
5 Pre- writing:  create an outline & select your quotes Wed 3/21  
6 Final draft due Mon 3/26  
 


