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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

o R ST o

Reading Culture is a textbook that asks students to read and write about every-
day life in contemporary America. It asks students to look at culture as a way of
life that organizes social experience and shapes the identities of individuals and
groups. We will be using the term culture in this textbook to talk about how
people make sense of their worlds and about the values, beliefs, and practices in
which they invest their energies and allegiances. One of our central aims is to
provide students with reading and writing assignments that will enable them to
identify the social patterns and emotional investments in their familiar ways of
life and to understand how these ways of life fit into the diverse, mass-medi-
ated, multicultural realities of contemporary America.

Reading Culture assumes that students are already immersed in a wealth of
cultural data and that their experiences of everyday life can usefully be brought
to attention as material for reflection and deliberation. The reading and writing
assignments in Reading Culture are designed to promote a critical distancing so
that students can begin to observe and evaluate as well as participate in the
everyday life of contemporary America. To this end, Reading Culture asks stu-
dents to read in a double sense. First, the range of writing about culture we have
assembled here asks students to read carefully and critically, to identify the pur-
poses and assumptions writers bring to the study of culture and the rhetorical
patterns they use to enact their aims. Second, Reading Culture asks students to
read the social world around them, to identify the patterns of meaning in the
commonplace, and to put into words the familiar experiences of everyday life
that often go without saying.

Reading Culture is organized into eleven chapters. The first chapter,
“Reading and Writing About Culture: Music,” provides both a general intro-
duction to the study of culture and a case study of rap music. The reading selec-
tions in the case study offer background information and differing editorial po-
sitions. They serve to illustrate how writing about culture seeks to influence
public opinion. The case study also includes a step-by-step sequence of reading
and writing activities that introduce students to a number of useful reading
strategies—underlining, annotating, and summarizing—and writing strate-
gies—exploratory writing, synthesis, and deliberative judgment.

The ten chapters that form the main part of Reading Culture are arranged
under a number of broad topics. The two chapters “Generations” and
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“Schooling” explore the personal experience of growing up and learning in con-
temporary America. The next group of chapters, “Images,” “Style,” “Television
Culture,” and “Public Space,” explore the visual world in which students learn
how values and institutions are conveyed in popular media as well as in clothing
and hair styles and even the ways in which we organize public spaces. In the chap-
ters that remain, “Storytelling,” “Work,” “History,” and “Multicultural America,”
students can investigate how the narratives Americans tell about themselves and
those that are told about them come to be part of national mythmaking.

We have chosen the reading selections presented here—many of them an-
thologized for the first time—to provide students with a range of provocative
and engaging approaches to the study of culture. The readings include selec-
tions from newspaper and magazine journalism, literary essays, memoirs, text-
books, academic books and articles, oral histories, fiction, and songs.

Reading Culture is designed to be used flexibly and creatively. Instructors
may wish to ask students to work on the chapters in Reading Culture as they are
arranged, but this is only one possible order. In the Alternate Contents, we have
classified the reading selections in terms of genre and rhetorical modes, and the
Instructor’s Manual suggests ways to pair or group readings across chapters.

Each reading selection is introduced by a headnote that provides a context
for reading and a Suggestion for Reading that directs students to notice particu-
lar themes or rhetorical features in the selection. The reading selections are fol-
lowed by Suggestions for Discussion that raise issues for students to talk about
in class or in small collaborative groups. The Suggestions for Writing ask stu-
dents to consider a range of angles on the issues presented in the reading selec-
tion. Typically these writing assignments ask students to interpret a key point or
passage in the reading selection, to relate the reading selection to their own ex-
perience, and to connect the reading to other readings and to the cultural reali-
ties of contemporary America. The Instructor’s Manual contains additional re-
sources instructors may wish to draw upon and further suggestions for writing
and research activities.
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