








Speaking              of SOCIAL  JUSTICE

The GCSW welcomed Pulitzer Prize-winner 
Matthew Desmond, author of Evicted: Poverty and 
Pro� t in the American City, for the inaugural Maconda 
Brown O’Connor Distinguished Lecture. 

It was a � tting capstone for an academic year that began 
with GCSW students, faculty, sta� , alumni, and friends 
reading Desmond’s book for the inaugural Dean’s Summer 
Social Justice Reading Series. 

“With Evicted, our community read and explored together 
issues in keeping with our vision of achieving social, racial, 
economic, and political justice, local to global. Our goal, 
for both the lecture and our annual Summer Social Justice 
Reading series, is to heighten awareness and spark the 
conversations necessary to achieve real and lasting change,” 
said Dean Alan Dettla� . 

Addressing over 200 attendees, Desmond, who won the 2017 
Pulitzer Prize for General Non� ction, delivered a lecture that 
echoed the stark, un� inching style of Evicted peppered with 
humor. He shared even more details from the lives of those 
portrayed so intimately in his book, which examines poverty 
and other social justice issues through the lens of housing 
for eight families in Milwaukee.  

“Eviction is a cause, not just a condition of poverty,” 
said Desmond.

During the post-lecture Q&A he explored solutions with the 
audience. Underlying the hard truths was a message of hope.

“By no American value is this situation justi� ed,” said 
Desmond. “This doesn't have to be us.”

A singular question followed Yvonne Mendoza while she pursued her MSW 
degree at the GCSW. Courses in Global Justice and Empowerment, as well as a unique 
fellowship opportunity, inspired her to answer not only by thinking critically about local 
and global issues, but also by taking action and creating Tierra de los Artesanos. 

“I remember in Global Justice, I started thinking about the Mexican community. 
Immigration issues. Problems in the workplace with work theft and exploitation of 
immigrants. I asked myself, Yvonne, what are you going to do about it?”

During her � nal semester the question echoed louder. Then, having been awarded a 
fellowship from the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), she 
attended the Commission on the Status of Women at the United Nations. She said of 
the experience: “Going to the UN was powerful. It grounded me. Most of the people I 
encountered were normal, passionate people who wanted solutions.”

She returned to Houston with a clear thought: Something can be done.

The idea for Tierra was born. But � rst there was graduation, and next came 
a job as a school social worker. All the while she continued to work on the 
idea through conversations with her family and friends. Now there were new 
questions to answer: How do I create a company while following my code of 
ethics? — How do we use the strengths of a community? — How do you sell 
a ‘people � rst’ concept?

Those answers can be found at a quaint and colorful shop in Houston's 
East End where customers can buy Mexico-inspired goods at an ethical 
marketplace that provides work and fair wages for Mexican artisans living 
in Mexico and Mexican immigrants living in the United States. 

For Mendoza, who still works full-time as a school social worker, owning a 
social enterprise whose mission is economic empowerment is yet another 
way to practice social work. She uses the skills, values, and perspective of 
the profession to guide business decisions from engaging with artisans and 
employees to choosing when and how to grow her company. To those who 
wonder if she has left social work to run a business, she answers: never.

“I'm indebted to my profession. I always say I'm a social worker because it 
really did start there. My social work profession is me. It's my standard for 
living,” said Mendoza.

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEUR

“Tierra was an idea born out 
of an innate desire to create a 
place where things can be fair.”  

The GCSW is proud to support 
alumna Yvonne Mendoza, LMSW. 
Each visitor to GCSW's booth 
#513 at APM 2017 will receive our 
gift of a leather huichol bracelet 
handcrafted by artisan Herbert 
Rebolledo from Merida, Yucatan.  
tierradelosartesanos.com
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