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Preface for Instructors

About Rereading America

Designed for first-year college writing and critical thinking courses, Re-
reading America anthologizes a diverse set of selections focused on the
myths that dominate U.S. culture. This central theme brings together 76
readings on a broad range of topies—education, family life, gender, race,
success, the environment, and freedom—topics that raise controversial is-
sues 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” experiences
and concerns. Every college student has had some brush with prejudice, and
most have something to say about the environment, the family, or the ste-
reotypes 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 con-
tinue 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, assumptions, and intellectual frameworks that give them au-
thority in academic culture. Connecting personal knowledge and academic
discourse 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.

A Cultural Approach to Critical Thinking When the first edition of
Rereading America appeared in 1989, many colleges were just beginning 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 number of readers featuring a range
of multicultural selections. Most of these anthologies, however, seek to in-
tegrate rather than transform the existing curriculum. In Rereading America,
we go beyond simple representation of historically marginalized groups: we
place cultural diversity at the heart of our approach to critical thinking, read-
ing, and writing.
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Critical analysis means asking tough questions-—questions that arise
from a dynamic interplay of ideas and perspectives. But many students find
this kind of internal dialogue difficult to achieve. Traditional schooling is
partly to blame: presenting ideas as commodities transmitted from teacher
to student and conveying information as objective “fact,” the traditional
classroom gives students the impression that knowledge is static, not contin-
ually re-created through tension, struggle, and debate. Critical thinking is
further impeded by dominant cultural myths: these collective and often un-
consciously held beliefs influence our thinking, reading, and writing—con-
ditioning our responses, 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, freedom, and so forth. Each chapter introduces students to perspec-
tives that challenge these deeply held ideals and values, asking them to con-
front difficult questions and encouraging them to work out their own an-
swers. 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.

An extensive introductory essay, “Thinking Critically, Challenging Cul-
tural Myths,” offers students a thorough orientation to this distinctly social
and dialogic approach to critical thinking. It introduces students to the re-
lationships among thinking, cultural diversity, and the notion of dominant
cultural myths, and shows how such myths can influence their academic
performance. You'll also find a section devoted to active reading, which offers
suggestions for prereading, prewriting, note taking, text marking, and keep-
ing a reading journal.

The book is structured so that each chapter focuses on a myth that has
played a dominant role in U.S. culture. In all, we address seven myths:

Learning power: the myth of educational empowerment
Harmony at home: the myth of the model family
Women and men in relationship: myths of gender
Created equal: the myth of the melting pot

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

Liberty and justice for all: the myth of freedom

Comprehensive chapter introductions offer students an overview of
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signments. We believe strongly in the generative power of collaborative
work, and have included many activities that lend themselves to smali-group
work. The prereading exercises that follow each chapter introduction en-
courage students to reflect on what they already 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 their studies. The three groups
of questions following each selection ask students to consider the piece care-
fully 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 knowledge outside the anthology, including library research, personal ex-
perience, 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 AMER-
1ca, provides detailed advice about ways to make the most of both the read-
ings and the questions; it also offers further ideas for discussion, class activ-
ities, and writing assignments.

What’s New in the Third Edition

Revision, as we constantly remind our students, is an intensely collab-
orative process: it requires us to discover fresh perspectives on our work—
literally to see it with new eyes. Revision can also mean rededicating yourself
to the original purpose—the vision—that inspired you to write. This third
edition of Rereading America results from revision in both senses. In re-
sponse to suggestions from instructors across the country, we have worked
to make this edition of Rereading Americe more accessible for first-year
students, and we have included timely new materials meant to spark student
interest and classroom debate. In addition, we have used the third edition
to renew our commitment to a vision of education as critical self-discovery
in the context of America’s many cultures.

New Chapter Sequence Over the years a number of faculty members
have urged us to alter the sequence of chapters in Rereading America to
make it easier for students to make personal connections with the myths we
present. The Third Edition incorporates many of these suggestions: we've
moved the chapters on education, family, gender, and the melting pot to the
first half of the book, acknowledging the richness of student experience in
these areas. Most first-year college students need little encouragement to
“read” the cultural myths that inform our thinking about schools, families, -
male/female stereotypes, and racial categories. The second half of the book
addresses topics that are more abstract and conceptual in nature: the myths
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of individual opportunity, progress, and—new in this edition—the myth of
freedom. We hope that this organizational revision makes it easier for stu-
dents to appreciate the direct impact that cultural myths have had on their
personal lives and prepares them to explore the workings of such myths in
cultural areas that might initially seem more removed from their immediate
experience.

Media Essays and Visual Images We've eliminated the media chapter
in this edition, because it didn’t fit Rereading America’s conceptual structure
very comfortably, and because the media selections seemed more relevant
when treated within the context of specific myths like gender, family, or race
than as isolated chapters. Therefore, we have included media essays through-
out the book.

Because many students discover new ideas and associations when they
engage issues visually as well as in writing, in this edition we’ve also included
a selection of photographs and cartoons. The photos that open each chapter
are integrated into the prereading assignments found in the chapter intro-
ductions; the cartoons, offered as a bit of comic relief and an opportunity
for some visual thinking, are paired with appropriate readings throughout
the text.

Focus on Struggle and Resistance Most multicultural readers approach
diversity in one of two ways: either they adopt a pluralist approach and
conceive of American society as a kind of salad bowl of cultures, or, in re-
sponse to recent worries about the lack of “objectivity” in the new multi-
cultural curriculum, they take what might be called the “talk show” approach
and present American culture as a series of pro-and-con debates on a num-
ber of social issues. The third edition of Rereading America, like its prede-
cessors, follows neither of these approaches. Pluralist readers, we feel, make
a promise that’s impossible to keep: no single text, and no single course, can
do justice to the many complex cultures that inhabit the United States. Thus,
the materials selected for Rereading America aren’t meant to offer a taste
of what “family” means for Native Americans, or the flavor of gender rela-
tions among recent immigrants. Instead, we've included selections like Mel-
vin Dixon’s “Aunt Ida Pieces a Quilt” or James Weinrich and Walter Wil-
liams’s description of bisexuality and the berdache tradition in tribal cultures,
because they offer us fresh critical perspectives on the common myths that
shape our ideas, values, and beliefs. Rather than seeing this anthology as a
mosaic or kaleidoscope of cultural fragments that combine to form a beau-
tiful picture, it’s more accurate to think of Rereading America as a handbook
that helps students explore the ways that the dominant culture shapes their
ideas, values, and beliefs.

This notion of cultural dominance is studiously avoided in most recent
multicultural anthologies. Salad bowl readers generally sidestep the issue of
cultural dynamics: intent on celebrating America’s cultural diversity, they
offer a relatively static picture of a nation fragmented into a kind of cultural
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archipelago. Talk show readers admit the idea of conflict, but they distort
the reality of cultural dynamics by presenting cultural conflict as matter of
rational—and equally balanced—pro and con debate. All of the materials
anthologized in Rereading America address the cultural struggles that ani-
mate American society—the tensions that result from the expections estab-
lished by our dominant cultural myths and the diverse realities that these
myths often contradict.

Ultimately, Rereading America is about resistance. In this new edition
we have tried harder than ever to include readings that offer positive alter-
natives to the dilemmas of cultural conflict—from the students Robin Tem-
pleton describes in “Not For Sale,” who organize to reject the presence of
Channel One in their classrooms, to the teens who are rewriting the myth
of the melting pot in Lynell George’s “Gray Boys, Funky Aztecs, and Hon-
orary Homegirls.” To make this commitment to resistance as visible as pos-
sible, we've tried to conclude every chapter of this new edition with a suite
of readings offering creative, and we hope empowering, examples of Amer-
icans who work together to redefine our national myths.
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