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Preface for Instructors

About Rereading America

Designed for first-year college writing and critical thinking courses,
Rereading America anthologizes a diverse set of selections focused on
the myths that dominate U.S. culture. This central theme brings to-
gether 78 readings on a broad range of topics — success, the environ-
ment, gender roles, racism, the family, education, the media, and
democracy — topics that raise controversial issues meaningful to college
students of all backgrounds. We've drawn these readings from many
sources, both within the academy and outside of it; the selections are
both multicultural and cross-curricular, and they therefore represent an
unusual variety of voices, styles, and subjects.

The readings in this anthology speak directly to students’ experi-
ences and concerns. Every college student has had some brush with
prejudice, and most have something to say about the environment, the
family, or the stereotypes they see on film and television. The issues
raised here help students to link their personal experiences with broader
cultural perspectives and lead students to analyze, or “read,” the
cultural forces that have shaped and continue to shape their lives. By
linking the personal and the cultural, students begin to recognize that
they are not academic outsiders — that they do have knowledge, as-
sumptions, and intellectual frameworks that give them authority in
academic culture. Connecting personal knowledge and academic dis-
course helps students see that they are able to think, speak, and write
academically and that they don’t have to absorb passively what the
“experts” say.

What’s New About the Second Edition

A New Approach to Critical Thinking. When the first edition of
Rereading America appeared in 1989, many colleges were just begin-
ning to respond to the concerns of an increasingly diverse student
population. Since then, multiculturalism has become a burning issue on
campuses across the country. Colleges have established programs to
promote curricular diversity, and publishers have responded with a
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number of readers featuring a range of multicultural selections. Most of
these anthologies, however, seek to integrate rather than transform the
existing curriculum. They include more works by underrepresented
authors, and they may even raise issues relevant to life in a diverse
society, but they rarely use these new perspectives to challenge the way
we teach and learn. In this edition of Rereading America, we go beyond
mere representation of historically marginalized groups: we place
cultural diversity at the heart of our approach to critical thinking,
reading, and writing.

Critical analysis means asking tough questions — questions that
arise from a dynamic interplay of ideas and perspectives. But many
students find it difficult to enter into this dialogue of ideas. Traditional
schooling is partly to blame: presenting ideas as commodities trans-
mitted from teacher to student and conveying information as objective
“fact,” the traditional classroom gives students the impression that
knowledge is static, not continually re-created through tension, strug-
gle, and debate. Critical thinking is further impeded by dominant
cultural myths: these collective and often unconsciously held beliefs
influence our thinking, reading, and writing — conditioning our re-
sponses, determining the questions we ask and the questions we repress.

The selections in this edition ask students to explore the influence of
our culture’s dominant myths — our national beliefs about success,
gender, race, democracy, and so forth. Each chapter introduces stu-
dents to perspectives that challenge these deeply held ideals and values,
asking them to confront difficult questions and encouraging them to
work out their own answers. Thus, instead of treating cultural diversity
as just another topic to be studied or “appreciated,” Rereading America
invites students to grapple with the real differences in perspectives that
arise in a pluralistic society like ours. This method helps students to
break through conventional assumptions and patterns of thought that
hinder fresh critical responses and inhibit dialogue; it helps them to
develop the intellectual independence essential to critical thinking,
reading, and writing.

A greatly expanded introductory essay, “Thinking Critically, Chal-
lenging Cultural Myths,” offers students a thorough orientation to this
distinctly social and dialogic approach to critical thinking. It introduces
students to the relationships among thinking, cultural diversity, and the
notion of dominant cultural myths, and shows how such myths can
influence their academic performance. We’ve also included a new sec-
tion devoted to active reading, which offers suggestions for prereading,
prewriting, note taking, text marking, and keeping a reading journal.

We’ve structured the book so that each chapter focuses on a myth
that has played a dominant role in U.S. culture. In all, we address eight

myths:
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Money and success: the myth of individual opportunity
Nature and technology: the myth of progress

Women and men in relationship: myths of gender
Created equal: the myth of the melting pot

Harmony at home: the myth of the model family
Learning power: the myth of educational empowerment
The mass media: selling the myths

Government by the people: the myth of democracy

The chapter introductions, more comprehensive in this edition than
in the first, offer students an overview of each cultural myth, placing it
in historical context, raising some central questions, and orienting stu-
dents to the structure of the chapter.

Timely New Readings. You'll also discover significant changes
among the readings in this edition. While we’ve retained the most
successful materials from the first edition, we’ve done our best to find
the most current and stimulating new selections available. Most of the
new pieces are very recent and offer an even broader range of per-
spectives. As in the first edition, we’ve sought out readings that will
spark student interest and classroom debate — pieces such as Gloria
Anzaldia’s theory of “mestiza consciousness,” Shelby Steele’s interpreta-
tion of American racism, and Newsweek’s account of “political correct-
ness” on U.S. campuses. We've added essays by some of the country’s
most dynamic and controversial scholars: Patricia Nelson Limerick,
Haunani-Kay Trask, Susan Griffin, and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. We've
also included a number of writers who speak powerfully to many first-
year college students — writers such as George C. Wolfe, Jamaica
Kincaid, Sandra Cisneros, Bebe Moore Campbell, and Mike Rose.
Occasionally we have preferred more seasoned selections — Gordon W.
Allport’s analysis of in-groups or Martin Luther King, Jr.’s essay on the
economic roots of racism — because these are the clearest, most defini-
tive, or most accessible treatments of an essential topic. As in the first
edition, our cross-curricular emphasis has led to an eclectic mix of
genres, styles, and rhetorical strategies.

Expanded Apparatus. Rereading America offers a wealth of spe-
cific suggestions for class discussions, critical thinking activities, and
writing assignments. We believe strongly in the generative power of
collaboration and have included many activities that lend themselves to
small-group work. The prereading exercises that follow each chapter
introduction encourage students to reflect on what they know of the
cultural myth at hand before they begin reading selections addressing it;
our purpose is to make them aware of the way that these dominant
cultural forces shape the assumptions, ideas, and values they bring to
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their studies. The three groups of questions following each selection ask
students to consider the piece carefully in several contexts: “Engaging
the Text” focuses on close reading of the selection itself; “Exploring
Connections” puts the selection into dialogue with other selections
throughout the book; “Extending the Critical Context” invites students
to connect the ideas they have read about here with sources of knowl-
edge outside the anthology, including library research, personal experi-
ence, interviews, ethnographic-style observations, and so forth. In this
edition we've also included a number of questions linking readings with
contemporary feature films for instructors who want to address the
interplay of cultural myths, the mass media, and critical analysis in
greater depth.

The accompanying manual, Resources for Teaching Rereading
America, provides detailed advice about ways to make the most of both
the readings and the questions; it also offers further ideas for discussion,
class activities, and writing assignments.
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