Study Guide for Tortilla Curtain by T.C. Boyle





Tortilla Curtain is a novel about two families on different sides of the American dream—one striving to reach for it, and the other trying to maintain its privilege. The story touches on many social issues that we deal with in sociology—social class, ethnicity, immigration, urbanization, population and development, gender relations, crime, the encroachment of urban life on the wilderness, and the politics of the haves and the have-nots.  As you read the novel, keep in mind that what happens to the characters is not unique—that they are designed to represent classes of people in our society who experience life from very different rungs of the social hierarchy.   Who do you identify or sympathize with in the novel?  Why?    Do Cándido and América merely have loads of bad luck or is there something more structural going on?  What may be the significance of the canyon road? 
In the essay on the test, I will not be asking you about the plot, but asking you to be to apply sociological concepts to the incidents in the story.  Think about the following concepts as you go through the novel:

· Social stratification by social class

· Stratification by ethnicity

· Racism and discrimination by ethnicity

· Sexism and gender stratification

· Urbanization and urban ecology

· Social and physical boundaries 




· The American Dream vs. Reality
· Struggle of humans vs. the environment

· Politics of immigration

We have not discussed all of these thoroughly in class, but they are all aspects of the novel that sociology can assist in understanding.  

The recent fires and mudslides in California make the actions in the novel seem very relevant.  I hope you enjoy the book and may even see some parallels to our situation here in SE North Carolina.  Does Boyle offer any solutions to the problem?

