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Preface

The Generation of Ideas is a new composition reader that selects both classic and
contemporary readings about generational and individual identity. These readings
are drawn from a variety of academic disciplines and from a range of essayists fa-
miliar to composition teachers (Rose, hooks, Walker, Emerson, to name a few) as
well as writers who are less familiar in the composition classroom, such as Hell’s
Angel ringleader “Sonny” Barger, documentary filmmaker Michael Moore, punk
singer Johnny Rotten, and an anonymous case study known as “Melanie.” The
readings are challenging, energetic, and varied and are sure to produce original
and passionate student writing.

Many thematic composition readers are excellent in both their content and their
conception, but I've discovered that virtually all of them lead to a practical problem
in this crucial semester: the themes are so disparate that the course feels like four or
five mini-courses. In The Generation of Ideas I've selected themes that are interre-
lated in the hope that a first-year composition course can be more coherent and
meaningful than it often is. Each chapter of the traditional thematic composition
reader is something brand new: a student who has finished her paper on death might
find it a little difficult to shift gears into the next chapter on westward expansion.
Each paper a student writes in English 101 may present a new challenge, but when
that dizzying semester is over students seldom have the opportunity to reflect on the
development of their ideas even if they have the opportunity to reflect on the devel-
opment of their writing. They may think, “First-year composition was about gender,
and family, and history, and so on . .. ” but they aren’t likely to think, “That course
was about my development as a thinker.” I hope that this book can change that.

The prominent theme of The Generation of Ideas is the transformation of the
self and the formation of identity in our complex society. I have found that stu-
dents write most passionately when the subject matter touches their experience in
apparent ways. Chapters 2 to 4 are engaged with what is sure to be familiar
ground for all students. These chapters are about various facets of growing up,
and whether students’ experience with the transformation into adulthood is in the
recent past or the distant past, they are likely to recognize within the readings
much that touches their own experience. The subject of Chapter 2 is rebellion, the
process of one individual resisting the control of authority, and also of younger
generations resisting the control of older generations. Chapter 3 encourages stu-
dent writers to define and analyze specific rituals associated with the passage from
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adolescence into adulthood. Chapter 4 is concerned with various responses an in-
dividual might have to a crowd, such as withdrawal, isolation, or alienation. The
central chapter of the text (5) is a pivotal point in the structure of the text because
its subject is the college experience, the immediate, present context for identity for-
mation that surrounds all of the students enrolled in the course. The final three
chapters (6-8) engage with various aspects of contemporary American society that
complicate developing notions of selthood. Chapter 6 is about money and social
class, Chapter 7 is about the pressure to assimilate, and the final chapter is about
work and its ability to define the self or its capacity to limit self-definition.

It is unlikely that an instructor would make use of all of these chapters equally,
which is another reason I have tried to select readings that can be chosen and re-
combined as the instructor sees fit. I have sought a balance of structure and free-
dom by selecting these texts and organizing them in this way. There is plenty of
variety in each chapter, yet each contains the following:

* A specialized analytical piece from disciplines across the curriculum that can
be “applied” to the personal narratives and standard essays and that can pro-
vide a specific vocabulary for thinking through these issues

* At least one short story

® A classic thinker such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Randolph Bourne, or Ben-
jamin Franklin whose work is historical, yet still immediately relevant

Prereading, Postreading, and Writing Questions

The readings should largely provide their own contexts, but I have included head-
notes that provide enough information for students to situate the writer and to
prepare themselves in some small way to understand their own ideas about a cer-
tain subject before they begin to read. The chapter introductions have slightly
more ambitious prereading exercises built in under the heading Bringing Up Ideas.
Students may be asked to freewrite or to conduct some informal or ethnographical
research prior to taking on the readings. Here is an opportunity for students to un-
derstand their own perspective before bringing it into contact with the perspective
of a writer included in the text.

Each reading is followed by three sets of questions: Understanding Ideas, Gener-
ating Ideas, and Expanding Ideas. The first set, Understanding Ideas, calls attention
to the unique features of the text students have just read with the hope that they
will revisit that text to sharpen their understanding. The second set of questions,
Generating Ideas, engages students with some question the text has raised. These
questions encourage students to get in touch with their own thinking based on their
reading and thus to begin to draft something substantial that can be developed into
a piece of formal writing. Expanding Ideas, the third set of questions following each
reading, connects the text to another text, generally within the same chapter, as a
way of broadening the scope of the idea at hand. At the end of each chapter there is
a fourth set of questions: Applying Ideas. These questions can be adapted or used
as assignments for longer papers, if the instructor wishes. They are designed to
cover themes that run throughout each chapter and across chapters.
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Thinking Through Ideas

A unique feature of The Generation of Ideas is a section of readings at the end of
each chapter called Thinking Through Ideas. These readings are focused sub-top-
ics of an idea that is present in the chapter. They are generally shorter than the
readings in the chapter and they can be used either individually or as a group.
They might be put to use as warm-up assignments for the chapter or even as the
. subject of writing assignments by themselves. They are meant to be topical and
they provide a specific way for students to think through ideas that might other-
wise be abstract. If the instructor requires formal library or Internet research, the
Thinking Through Ideas sections provide excellent opportunities for students to
conduct that research. These sections are also unified by genre and/or discipline;
for instance, the Thinking Through Ideas section of Chapter 2 on rebellion is
about the Beat Generation, and the entries in that section are all characteristic of
the inventive nonfiction prose associated with the Beats. The section on Binge
Drinking in Chapter 5 on identity in college were all published as editorials. The
section on Talking the Talk in Chapter 7 on assimilation contains examples of
personal narrative.

Rhetorical Challenges and Writing Instruction

With regard to formal instruction, the intent of The Generation of Ideas is to de-
mystify the processes of writing and critical thinking by acknowledging that
everyone struggles with them, but that they can be a source of tremendous power.
The real student examples in the introduction as well as the hypothetical exam-
ples provided there demonstrate how difficult writing can be and how rewarding
its results are. Many of the questions that follow the readings in the text ask stu-
dents to examine closely the text in order to determine why writers make the
choices they make.

Yet the intent of The Generation of Ideas is not to render the processes of writ-
ing and critical thinking overly formal or mechanical. I define a number of rhetor-
ical challenges in the book’s introduction and in the chapter introductions. These
terms are somewhat flexible, and many of them (such as defining) recur through-
out the book: they are not meant to be limiting in terms of instruction or intimi-
dating to student writers, but rather to provide clues for thinking about the ways
writing works.

xv
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