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Realizing that this is not a part of the essay requirements, 1 still think that it's necessary for me to include a type of preface. 1 want to make sure that there is no confusion in reading my paper as to what 1 was doing with the format. 1 have broken it up into three letters that 1 have written to myself at different times throughout the semester. The first would have been during the beginning of the class; the second somewhere in the middle; and the third is myself at this moment. All of these are written from me, at this present time, to myself in these other times. (Picture Back to the Future! Bill and Ted's Excellent Adventure) 1 did this in response to the letter that 1 wrote to myself at the onset of the semester, and felt the most comfortable and honest writing in this format. 1 hope that it doesn't distract the reader or take away from anything that 1 am saying in the piece. 

Enjoy! 

Gastelum 1
Dear Amanda, 

I've finally received your letter that you wrote at the beginning of the semester. Looking back now I'm glad that you haven't many set notions about how your English 101/Sociologogy 101 Learning Community is going to be. As you will soon realize, there's no way you can guess how this is going to turn out. It was better than you could have hoped, and harder than you would have anticipated. Looking back from the end, I can tell you that it has all balanced out and been stored as another culmination of learning and experiencing life. I can't see any drastic changes that have taken place in you, but I 

do sense a subtle shift in how you now approach things. 

You'll never again just accept the information that is given you on the basis that because you're in a classroom, it must be true. To have done that in this class would have meant that you compromised the truth that is held so preciously and passionately near your heart. I don't mean to give everything away right now, but some things I feel you should know. You’re going to be given an article entitled, "Colleges offering degrees but no insight, survey says, " and in it a national study of college students found that only thirty-nine percent of students say that their religious and spiritual beliefs had been strengthened by new ideas they encountered in class. I thought about this in relation to you, and I've come to the conclusion that you're one of those lucky thirty-nine percent, but probably not in the way you might realize at first. In this class many ideas and beliefs that you have claimed are going to be challenged and you'll be left dazed fur a while. This experience is going to force you to search the foundations of why you believe those, things and how they fit into the world that you're a part of. Instead of shrinking away 
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from your convictions, however, you will be able to defend them in a new way and with new perspective. That's truly a gift. 
Another way I can see a small change in you is in the manner you will begin to approach your writing. I know that writing has always been important to you, and you have a genuine desire to continuously improve and move forward. In fact, isn't u'1at what you told me in your letter? 


I really want to improve my writing in every dimension... I have a passion for describing and observing, and trying to take people to the place and point that I'm at. I want to be writer who does this perfectly; who can weave imagery and wit and facts and truth and fiction; perfect grammar and an identifiable style original to me. 

I see now that you're beginning to recognize the tools that you need to be able to do this. You're no longer satisfied with writing one draft; everything is subject to revision. It's almost as if you've made a game of it, looking for the pieces in the picture that can be moved and swapped to create a greater whole. You don't have visions of perfection anymore. I think that you now realize that honesty and clarity and single, broken moments are much more important. You just couldn't have the same passion for writing in a voice that wasn't true to you, no matter how beautiful it might sound. Trust me, I, would know. 
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How did these things come to be? What inspired these changes and growths in you? You probably won't even be looking when they happen. I will tell you about them in time; I really should save it for another letter. You will hear from me soon. 

Dear Amanda, 


Now you've come to the bane of your experience in the Learning Community: Tortilla Curtain. I'm sure you don't even want to approach that subject. I know that reading this book is an everyday struggle for you, and you avoid at any chance having to open the cover and read. In part this is because, in its political aspects, it disagrees with you at every turn. Sociologically, you felt that it was an unbalanced representation of the subject matter that was being covered in class, that it only portrayed the virtues of conflict theory. Reflecting back on what you read, however, if you will put aside your unfulfilled expectations of this story, you'll be able to find a few relevancies that you missed in your fury to flip the pages past. For a while you'll question if I'm right in saying this, so let me spare you those unfruitful moments and show you what I am speaking of. 


I will tell you right now that Boyle makes many points by illustrating the extreme, and in portraying Delaney as a metaphor of functionalist theory, he did an excellent job of it. Society is a system, wherein each unit plays a specific function, and when that function isn't working, it upsets the interdependent whole. This is Delaney, and functionalism, in a nutshell. The structure of his life is a microcosm of this theory; if one part is dysfunctional, his entire equilibrium is upset. He burns dinner; his day was for
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naught. His car is stolen; it would have been better to sleep through to tomorrow. He hits a man with his car; what a waste of twenty-four hours. Everyday is a ritual of interdependent tasks, each leading into the next and so ushering in the rest of his life. Take squeezing oranges: without that, how could his days even begin? The sun may as well go back to bed. 

It is ugly when real life begins to shove and bully its way into Delaney's life, when he begins to find that the choices at hand are neither black nor white. He has deceived himself into thinking he's something he's not. He is not a soundly structured, liberal intellectual, community-minded man. He's frightened, shaky, and groping at whatever looks like order. All of his defenses in theory are slipping away from him, and it seems that with it his fragile sense of humanity is lost. He no longer sees people; he sees conflict and his way of life threatened, and instead of adapting, he reacts with animalistic defense. 


And what is the manifestation of this conflict I speak of? In Delaney's life, it surfaces in the form of Candido and America Rincon, two illegal immigrants from Mexico. Ever since they crossed the border into the states, nothing but heartache has followed them. Candido can't even walk through a parking lot in peace. He attempted this one time. After accidentally running into a gringo with a chip on his shoulder, he knew better than to expect decency and courtesy from anyone. As for America, it was only a matter of time until she would be raped, and that time did come. Wherever they went, the label "Mexican" was on their foreheads, and this was a synonym for "exploitable" as well as "stupid" and "lazy" and "dirty." They were looked down upon
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and hated, and became the scapegoat for the evils in Delaney's life. It seemed that any job opportunity that fell into their hands came with its own dose of discrimination and exploitation. America is cheated out of wages that she earned from scrubbing statues, and Candido is only a stand-in on a job that pays him wages that are shamefully scant. 


The situation of these two reeks of conflict theory. They are taken advantage of, they are exploited, and when they are used up by those who benefit from the production they provide, they are discarded and thrown out. Living in this system of things begins to create a sense of false consciousness for the Rincons. The mentality of "Something is better than nothing" begins to creep in. This leads to a lack of respect towards themselves and eventually to Candido resorting to theft to provide for his family. It exploits them of their very humanity, and reduces them, by definition, to foraging criminals. In Delaney's social imagination, everything carries out its manifest function. In Candido's, however, society exists as a sort of cruel farce. He can never be an accepted part of it, yet it has the power to bleed into his life and turn everything inside out for its own benefit. 


I think that you will begin to grasp a sense of this when you write your responses to the book. I know it will be hard for you at first to make these connections. Many of the hardships faced by Candido and America stem from their being illegal in the U.S., and not solely on their Mexican heritage. If you want to get anywhere with this book, however, you're going to have to put aside all of that psychological noise for the moment and make a bigger connection. Referring to other sources will definitely help make the relevancy and connotations to society in this novel clearer. I looked over the second
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response you are going to do, and revised it in a way that I think will help you better understand this concept when the information finally begins to sink in. 



"You and me got sense. Them Okies got no sense, and no feeling. Human being wouldn't live the way they do. Human being couldn't stand to be so miserable. " 


"... it was people like this Mexican or whatever he was who were responsible, thoughtless people, stupid people, people who wanted to turn the whole world into a garbage dump, a little Tijuana... " 

This first quote was taken from the film "Grapes of Wrath, " and the latter from Tortilla Curtain. I wanted to put these side by side because I feel that they portray a very similar voice. They are both spoken by common men, making quick observances and passing condemning judgment on another group of people. This is a common theme throughout both the movie and the novel. The Joads ' are similar to the Rincons in that circumstance has driven them to where they are when we meet them, and they just can't seem to get a break. Injustice and tragedy follow them wherever they go, and nobody will extend a helping hand. Both are in search of work, any work that will enable them to live on their own. The Joads ' are buffeted from one field to another, picking fruit and providing menial labor that nobody but the desperate would take. Promises of wages are repeatedly broken, and the work wears them out past their ages. Candido and America go to the labor exchange in hopes that they might catch the eyes of some cheap 
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contractor who needs machines, not people. In one instance, America receives work scrubbing statues all day long, cleaning them until they are gleaming. She works overtime, and yet when it comes time to be paid; she receives the price that was meant for less work, and an American woman received more for the little that she had contributed. In both instances, they don't fight, don't demand fairness. Little is better than nothing, and rebelling will not feed stomachs, not in this case. The similarity between the two story lines that stuck with me the most was how such a negative stigma was attached to others that shared their homeland "Okie" and "Mexican, " which at one point simply defined where you were from, were changed into dirty words, something that no respectable and decent person would be labeled. Now it meant that you were stupid; filthy, unwanted and unloved.

Both stories are an effective illustration of a more conflict theory-driven approach to the survival of the underdog. While their circumstances are different, their plight is the same. They needed to survive in a place where it didn't seem like anyone minded either way. 


Looking past liberalism and illegal immigration, what point can you see being made here? Think about your service learning experience. The dominant ideology regards those in poverty as people who didn't try hard enough, were lazy or drug-addicts or victims of mental illness. (Very similar to the thought held by Delaney towards the Mexicans, wouldn't you say?) Yet when you visited the food banks and kitchens, are these the people that you saw? Were these the children at Peralta Elementary School? No, 
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not once did this perception manifest itself. The dominant ideology may apply to a few cases, far from the majority. It is dangerous to accept these views unchallenged. Who has the authority to walk into a food bank and rant these ideas in the aisles, while moms loading their tired minivans view them as the one to be pitied? Ignorance perpetuates these claims of sweeping generalities and inclusive condemnation, and through this blindness humanity is dismissed and hate rationalized. How do you think Hitler fueled his Holocaust machine? 

As you struggle through the pages of the novel, and find your way to understanding it keep this in mind: ignorance can only breed destruction. 

P.S. I've included a political cartoon that I feel illustrates my point. I hope that it brings clarification for you. 
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Dear Me, 


We've finally caught up. I was beginning to doubt whether that would happen. Well, now that it is nearly all said and done, how is it that I will be able to walk away from this class not completely different, but changed rather? 


I mentioned a few attributes that have been mixed into my character since my first coming here in August, and one key element went into forging those subtle changes: struggle. I have never struggled so badly in any class before; it was even worse than chemistry. Every class was filled with my own turmoil and mental debate. I am a conservative, Republican Christian, and I admit that I have lived a sheltered life. Now I've come to a class where a different flavor of thought reigns, and I was quite at a loss in how to approach it. Whenever I opened my Sociology textbook, discrepancies in line with what I knew stood out. Traditional ideas of relationships and my country were often being debunked in class as part of the curriculum, and I constantly felt that the representation of sociology was one-sided. I could not go back on the core of what I believed; yet I somehow had to be a part of my class. 


I eventually came to this conclusion: I would not compromise my beliefs and my standards, and because of this I had to realize that some conflict I would have in class would be irreconcilable. Yet I could still step inside this new perspective and understand it, which is not the same as agreeing with it. I still had to receive the education that, everyone else was, and by taking this approach, I have come out a winner on both ends. It strengthened my faith to have it challenged, and because of it I know now in my heart, and head, more than ever that it is truth. I also have been able to be a coherent part of this 
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class, understanding the topic matter and even being able to apply it to real life. I wouldn't describe it as fun, not for the most part. I think that it has been more along the lines of a satisfying, healthy debate. I feel alive! 


There was one experience in this learning community that I did saw eye to eye on: service learning. Whatever the reason, for school, for church, or just because, service learning is the best way to understand other people, yourself, and community. Through this I was able to apply both what I knew, what I believed, and what I learned. It allowed me to experience what I had only been reading about, and through it I was finally able to make some vital connections. The topic that I have been studying nearly all semester has been poverty, and when I began I knew only that this meant one was poor. Going out into my community, visiting food banks and a poor elementary school, enabled me to look past the definition of the word, and see that poverty was something that happened to people I knew, people that strongly resemble me. When I arrived at St. Mary's Food Bank, and saw all of the women lined up in their cars, carrying away free or discounted groceries, I first realized the danger of the dominant ideology. Who in their right mind could stand there and point to each person, while listing off the attributes lazy, stupid, uneducated, unmotivated? No, these are people that I see everyday and don't realize it. They're people to whom all of the things that we think we're immune to happen. And what's more, I was able to see that there was no wall separating their reality from possibly being mine. We are not all very different in make-up, and none are untouchable by circumstance. 
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My most rewarding moment in the semester did not come wrapped in a pristine grade or a great revelation. It was when I played teacher's aide at Peralta Elementary. Ninety-five percent of the children attending that school lived in some form of poverty, and yet they were just kids. Wonderful kids. I led them around from classroom to classroom, as they made paper cows and planted wheat, and did many other projects in preparation for their fieldtrip to a farm the following Monday. I thought that I would just be a shadow that day, a strange face that dropped them off at different rooms. I'm so glad that I was wrong. I read them stories, stapled the legs to their cows, made astonished faces and exclamations when they displayed their artwork for me, and helped them wash the glue off of their hands. By the end of the day, they considered me their teacher, wanted my approval on everything, and even asked for my autograph. One of the little girls named Marlesha was so shy that when I spoke to her at first, she would only look away. I made a point to address her and praise her whenever I walked by, and she began to warm up a bit. Then I told her that her name was so pretty, and that I had never heard of anyone having that name before, and that did it. Every two seconds after that I would feel a tug or poke, and she would be standing there with something to tell me or show me. I was sad to leave, even more so after the kids all came by and squeezed their arms around me. I still can't think of any other way to describe what I took away from that day, other than it was so refreshing. It was so refreshing to be with these honest, uncouth little kids in Mrs. Villa's first grade class and I loved them. They aren't poverty statistics, dysfunctional appendages of society. How dare anyone embrace that idea! They are children, beautiful and imperfect.
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There was painted com everywhere 

Little kernels, hard 

Blue, red; green, orange 

And there were sticky fingers
Grey and dirty with glue 

And the kid that always tries to eat it (yes, I caught you) 

The barns looked more like red and black demi-Dali 's 
Twisted and melting and no longer barns 

The one Roberto drew bravely held its ground while a volcano stood nearby 

Many of the smiles held rotten baby teeth 

But the smiles were so genuine no teeth would still be beautiful 

And laughs, not clear like bells, but some rough 

Almost gravely when phlegm gets in the way, or the throat's too dry

Real, not airbrushed or pre-meditated, refreshingly honest 

They sound of truth before life and the world convolutes it 

Everyone should come here 

Bestow confidence by sounding out the words "rabbit" and "goat" 

And let Jaime's hugs break the hardness of your "enlightened" heart 
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The most valuable lesson that I will take away with me for my writing is that it is all right to be honest and show myself. For some reason, whenever I have written an essay, I've been hesitant to reveal too much of who I really am. Writing my narrative at the beginning of the semester definitely broke me of that! Now, I'm not satisfied until, when I read my papers, I can picture the reader sitting across from me, and me talking to them. The idea of writing small is something that my previous English teachers have encouraged, but now I own that technique. I understand it, because I have done it, and on a few occasions, done it fairly well. The expectations that I place on myself when I write a paper have changed from perfection to sincerity. Even if it has come down to the due date, and all of my knowledge that I have been able to reap is small enough to contain in a thimble, I will be genuine about it. I suppose that's what we've been calling ethos. This has added a new dimension to my writing, which I consider invaluable. 


Does every significant step forward in life have to be some great thing? Something that other people will look at and say, "My, how you've grown from that!" I hope not, because I don't think that my life would be that laudable. I haven't experienced many life-changing, truly deep revelations in my nineteen years, and I think that if I continuously sought after and obtained those, I would be completely exhausted. For me, just living with a full heart and my hand in God's will provide adventure and fulfillment enough. My experience in this class has proven that to me. I don't think the point is that the steps I take are small; it's that I'm even moving forward.
