
Taking Sides By Gary Soto

Taking Sides by Gary Soto is a profound exploration of adolescence, identity, and the challenges of
navigating complex social landscapes. Set against the backdrop of a culturally rich yet often
challenging environment, Soto's narrative delves into the life of a young boy, his experiences, and
the pivotal moments that shape his understanding of friendship, loyalty, and self-acceptance. This
article will explore the key themes, characters, and literary elements present in Taking Sides,
providing a comprehensive analysis of this significant work.

Synopsis of the Story

Taking Sides follows the journey of a fourteen-year-old boy named Lincoln Mendoza, who has
recently moved from a predominantly Mexican-American neighborhood to a new school with a
different demographic makeup. This shift presents Lincoln with a variety of challenges, including
adjusting to new social dynamics and grappling with his identity as a Mexican-American boy in a
predominantly Anglo setting.

The story begins with Lincoln's initial feelings of alienation and confusion. He feels caught between
two worlds—his heritage and the expectations of his new environment. As he struggles to fit in,
Lincoln encounters a group of friends who introduce him to various experiences, some positive and
some negative. The narrative intricately weaves together Lincoln's internal conflicts and external
pressures, ultimately leading him to confront critical choices that will define his sense of self.



Key Themes

Taking Sides encompasses several themes that resonate deeply with readers, particularly
adolescents. These themes include:

1. Identity and Belonging

- The quest for identity is central to Lincoln's journey. He grapples with his cultural heritage and the
desire to fit into a new environment. This theme is prevalent in many young adult novels, reflecting
the universal struggle of adolescence.
- Lincoln's experiences highlight the challenges of navigating multiple cultural identities, illustrating
the complexities of belonging and acceptance.

2. Friendship and Loyalty

- The dynamics of friendship play a crucial role in the narrative. Lincoln must navigate friendships
that challenge his values and beliefs, forcing him to reconsider what loyalty means.
- Soto skillfully portrays the influence of peer pressure and the impact of friendship on decision-
making, showcasing how relationships can both uplift and hinder personal growth.

3. Conflict and Resolution

- The story presents various conflicts, both internal and external, that Lincoln must face. These
conflicts often stem from societal expectations, family pressures, and the desire to be accepted by
peers.
- Lincoln's journey toward resolution involves self-discovery and the courage to stand up for his
beliefs, ultimately leading to personal growth and understanding.

Character Analysis

Taking Sides features a cast of characters that are essential to Lincoln's development. Each
character embodies different aspects of the themes presented in the story.

1. Lincoln Mendoza

- The protagonist, Lincoln, is a relatable character who embodies the struggles of adolescence. His
internal conflict regarding identity and belonging resonates with many young readers.
- Throughout the story, Lincoln evolves from a confused boy seeking acceptance to a young man who
learns to embrace his heritage and stand up for himself.



2. The Supporting Characters

- Jordan: A key figure in Lincoln's life, Jordan represents the pressures of fitting in. His friendship
with Lincoln is complicated by their differing backgrounds and values.
- Mrs. Mendoza: Lincoln's mother plays a pivotal role in his life, offering wisdom and guidance. Her
deep connection to their cultural heritage serves as a grounding force for Lincoln.
- The School Friends: The diverse group of friends Lincoln encounters at his new school represents
the various social dynamics of adolescence. Their interactions with Lincoln illustrate the
complexities of teenage relationships.

Literary Elements

Soto employs various literary techniques to enhance the narrative and engage readers. Some
notable elements include:

1. Symbolism

- The basketball court serves as a significant symbol throughout the story. It represents not only a
space for physical activity but also a realm where social hierarchies and friendships are tested.
- Lincoln's experiences on the court reflect his internal struggles and the external pressures he
faces, making it a powerful metaphor for his journey.

2. Dialogue and Voice

- Soto's use of authentic dialogue captures the nuances of teenage interactions, making the
characters relatable and realistic. The conversations between characters reveal their personalities,
motivations, and conflicts.
- The narrative voice is engaging and reflective, allowing readers to connect with Lincoln's thoughts
and emotions as he navigates his challenges.

3. Imagery and Descriptive Language

- Soto employs vivid imagery to create a strong sense of place and atmosphere. Descriptions of the
neighborhood, school, and basketball court immerse readers in Lincoln's world.
- The use of sensory details enhances the emotional impact of the story, making Lincoln's
experiences more tangible and relatable.

Impact and Reception

Taking Sides has been well-received by both critics and readers, particularly within the young adult



literature community. Its exploration of timely themes such as identity, friendship, and cultural
conflict resonates with adolescents navigating similar experiences. The novel is often included in
educational curricula, as it provides valuable lessons about self-acceptance, resilience, and the
importance of standing up for one's beliefs.

The book's impact extends beyond its pages, sparking discussions about race, identity, and the
complexities of growing up in a multicultural society. Readers have praised Soto's ability to capture
the essence of adolescence, making Lincoln's journey both relatable and inspiring.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Taking Sides by Gary Soto is a poignant exploration of adolescence, identity, and the
struggles of fitting in. Through the journey of Lincoln Mendoza, readers are invited to reflect on
their own experiences of belonging, friendship, and self-discovery. The novel's rich themes, well-
developed characters, and engaging literary techniques make it a significant contribution to young
adult literature.

As young readers navigate their own paths, the lessons embedded in Lincoln's story encourage them
to embrace their identities, stand up for their beliefs, and foster genuine connections with others. In
a world that often pressures individuals to conform, Soto's work serves as a reminder of the
importance of authenticity and the power of self-acceptance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Taking Sides' by Gary Soto?
The main theme of 'Taking Sides' is the struggle of identity and belonging, particularly in the context
of cultural and social divides faced by young people.

Who is the protagonist in 'Taking Sides'?
The protagonist of 'Taking Sides' is a young boy named Lincoln, who navigates the complexities of
friendship and cultural identity after moving to a new neighborhood.

How does Gary Soto explore the concept of friendship in
'Taking Sides'?
Gary Soto explores friendship through Lincoln's relationships with his peers, highlighting both the
challenges and the support that come from navigating cultural differences.

What role does family play in 'Taking Sides'?
Family plays a significant role in 'Taking Sides', as Lincoln's interactions with his family members
influence his understanding of his cultural identity and his experiences at school.



What challenges does Lincoln face in adapting to his new
environment?
Lincoln faces challenges such as bullying, cultural misunderstandings, and the pressure to fit in with
different groups at school, which complicate his sense of self.

How does 'Taking Sides' address issues of cultural identity?
The book addresses cultural identity by illustrating Lincoln's internal conflicts and the external
pressures he faces as he tries to reconcile his heritage with his desire to belong.

What literary devices does Gary Soto use in 'Taking Sides'?
Soto employs imagery, dialogue, and symbolism to convey the emotional experiences of the
characters and to illustrate the cultural landscape.

What is the significance of the title 'Taking Sides'?
The title 'Taking Sides' signifies the choices individuals must make regarding loyalty, identity, and
the social dynamics of adolescence, reflecting the conflicts Lincoln experiences.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'Taking Sides'?
The setting, which includes a multicultural neighborhood and a diverse school environment,
significantly influences the narrative by shaping Lincoln's interactions and the challenges he faces.
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