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Gen X into Y 


Over the last several years, this course has surveyed several cultures associated with Generation X in order to ask: what, who and why is Gen X?  Are today’s students Gen X, Gen Y, both? While these concerns will continue to inform our work, this term we will think together more directly about how it is we might study this social category called “youth.” Our task will be to attend to the role of “youth” in debates about resource allocation, national direction, class, gender and race relations, and the New World Order. 


As I have in past terms, we begin with attention to history, establishing broad sociological contexts and addressing recent social changes which have revolutionized the worlds America’s youth inhabits. We consider American history since 1950, as well as the more recent restructuring of American families, the move toward a global economy and the dismantling of the welfare state, the fact of AIDS, the relatively more tolerant gender, race, and sexual politics of post 1970s society, as well as the explosion of cyberspace technologies. We analyze influential youth films of the early postwar period (Rebel Without a Cause, and Gidget) to illustrate the larger course thesis: that debates about “youth” over the last fifty years have often been important cultural forums where the past, present, and future of public life (not just youth in general) is at stake. 


The bulk of our work, however, is very contemporary. We focus on a series of Gen X cultural texts, including earlier novels (Ellis, Coupland) alongside later Gen X texts (Heywood).  Important trendsetting films also figure here (Slacker, New Jack City) alongside the impact of punk and hip hop musical cultures on American youth culture. In the second half of the course we turn to Gen Y. We consider the enormous cultural visibility in the late 1990s of “girl culture” alongside what some theorists and political commentators have called a “post-civil rights” youth sensibility.  Short very experimental novels (Serros, Lopez) as well as a provocative film (Come and Take It Day) stage our discussions about newer forms of twenty first century youth culture.  We conclude with a series of essays which theorize “the popular,” the concept of subcultures, and the postmodern. Two papers + final project. 

Required Reading + Course Packet: (both on reserve, packet avail in dept). Packet readings denoted by **. 


Douglas Coupland, Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture (1991)


Bret Easton Ellis, Less Than Zero (1986)


Howe & Strauss, Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation (2000)


Leslie Heywood, Pretty Good for a Girl: An Athlete’s Story (1998)


Erika Lopez, Lap Dancing for Mommy: Tender Stories of Disgust, Blame, Inspiration (1997)


Michelle Serros, Chicana Falsa: and Other Stories of Death, Identity, Oxnard (1993)

Required Films:

Rebel Without a Cause (1955), Gidget (1958), New Jack City (1991), Slacker (1991), Come and Take It Day (2002).
Course Policies
$ 
Any student with a disability requiring accommodation in this course is encouraged to contact me after class or during office hours. Additionally, students should contact Disability Support Services in the Ley Student Center.

$ 
Email, Submitting Papers & General Communication.   Please don’t submit papers by email; I don’t accept them in that form. Submit hard copies, either in class or into my box in the English Department, 2nd floor Herring Hall. FYI:  I try to answer emails in a timely manner, but when it’s urgent, you might phone (x3207). 

$ 
Office hours with Dr. Comer are 11-12 Tuesday, 12-1 Wednesday, and by appointment. John Escobedo will announce his office hours shortly after class begins.

$ 
Video screening time is Wednesday, 6-8pm, in Humanities Bldg. 117. Please mark your calendar now. See the syllabus for specific dates. Most movies are available at area video stores, and also are held by Fondren, so you can also schedule them for viewing at your leisure. 

Assignments & Grades 
$ 
First paper, 3 pages, on early class materials about historiography and youth as a category of analysis. Due January 29th, either in class, or deposited by 4pm into my box in the English Department, 2nd floor Herring Hall. A “response paper” is one in which you explore whatever aspects of readings, film, class lectures or discussions are of interest, confusion, aggravation, pain, or inspiriation to you. I want to get to know you here, and feel free to speak in the first person. Choosing to speak in the first person, however, does not mean writing personal journal entries. It’s fine to be personal, but at the same time dialogue directly with class readings, films, discussions, or lectures.  As is always the case for English Department assignments, your thoughts should be organized around a thesis, and should proceed with a beginning, middle and an end.  

$ 
Second Paper , 5 pages, on Gen X literature or film, will be more structured; I will hand out questions and you can respond to one of them. Due March 11.

$ 
A final project or paper. 


DUE: Graduating Seniors, April 29, noon, Nongraduating students, May 5.

$ 

Produce a ‘zine’ on any aspect of gen x or y life and contemporary culture, including film, music, social life, style, grrl culture, gender roles, race culture, poltics, sexuality, or name it.  Though the focus is yours, the zine must take up Gen X or Y issues, culture, life, politics, or the like. Such a production may be done in groups, although each student makes an identifiably individual contribution so individual grades may be assigned.  Much more on this in class. 

$ 

 Or you may write a 10 page paper addressing the final materials of the class. I will provide a list of potential paper topics from which to choose, or devise your own.  Please clear original topics with me. 

$ 

Grades/Late Papers. Paper #1 is worth 20% of your grade; Paper # 2, 35% of your grade, the final project is worth 35% of your grade, and the balance of 10% goes to class participation, and attendance. Except in personal emergencies or for medical reasons, late papers receive a grade reduction of one half grade for each day late. 
$ 

Participation and attendance. 10%.  It is always best to come to class, prepared or not, sleepy or not, late or not. Even when you haven’t read, even when you are distracted by other things, you will learn things in class that you are less likely to learn by yourself. Coming to class keeps you connected to other people, connected to me, and you will perform better especially in parts of the semester where people are overwhelmed with work and feel isolated.  

$ 

 Profile of an “A” Student. An “A” student attends class, is prepared, contributes to discussion, does well on papers, does not distract anyone during class by whispering or making private jokes (I consider both of these behaviors a request for attention and I like to stop the class until people can pay attention fully). An “A” student in not someone who does well on papers even though they don’t come to class or contribute thoughts to discussion.  We all think better with the urgings of a community of engaged people behind us. Given this, students have a chance and a responsibility to share thoughts in class, share the confusions of the learning process, and to listen as open mindedly as they are able. 


PART I: American “Youth” Since 1950, Historical & Theoretical Contexts 

January 13 Tu

Opening Remarks 




Introductions

January 14 PM

Wednesday 

Screening

Rebel Without a Cause (1955); James Dean, Natalie Wood, Sal Mineo, Jim Backus, Ann Doran, Corey Allen, Dennis Hopper. dir. Nicholas Ray.

January 15 Th

If X is the “After Generation,” what did it (ostensibly) miss? 

Read “Introduction” to Generations of Youth : Youth Cultures and History in Twentieth-century America, Austin & Willard, 1-20.**

January 20 Tu

X Falls into the Gap: The New Status of the Child during the 1970s/80s

Read, “Viewers Make Meaning,”from Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture, Sturken & Cartwright, 45-71 **

January 21 PM

Wednesday 

Screening

Gidget (1959) starring Sandra Dee, Cliff Robertson, James Darren, Arthur O'Connell. directed Paul Wendkos (95 minutes). Based on the novel Gidget (1958) by Frederick Kohner.

January 22 Th

Studying “Youth”: Theoretical Guidelines/The Oppression of Young People




No new reading.


PART II: 1980s-90s Culture & The Meanings of “Slacking”
January 27 Tu

Rap, Reaganism, & “The 1980s” from the Bottom Up  

Read:  Tricia Rose, “A Style Nobody Can Deal With: Politics, Style, and the Postindustrial City in Hip Hop,” Microphone Fiends  (71-88). **

January 28 PM




Wednesday 

Screening:

New Jack City (1991) Wesley Snipes, dir. Mario Van Peebles 

Jan 29
 Th

Old School Rap




Guest Lecturer, Michon Benson

3 page response paper due today on beginning cultural history lectures and “youth” as category of analysis.

February 3 Tu

Aggressive Indifference: Beginnings of X Literary Culture 





Begin Bret Easton Ellis, Less Than Zero (1986)  

Ryan Moore, “And Tomorrow Is Just Another Crazy Scam”: Postmodernity, Youth, and the Downward Mobility of the Middle Class” p 253-271, in Generations of Youth, Austin & Willard.**

February 4

Wednesday screening

Screen Slacker (1991) dir. Richard Linklater

February 5 Th


Continue Reading Less Than Zero, discussion Slacker
February 10 Tu

Finish Less Than Zero
February 12 Th

Putting Together Less Than Zero, Slacker, New Jack City
February 17 Tu

Downward Mobility: Popularizing the Term “X” 


Begin Coupland’s Generation X (1991)

February 19 Th

Conclude Coupland’s Generation X 

February 24 Tu

The Punk Effect: Pursuing a “nevermind” youth philosophy

In class listening to Nirvana Nevermind, Bikini Kill CD Version of the First Two Records
HAND OUT PAPER TOPICS

Feb 26  Th


Punk, Riot Girls, Third Wave Feminism

Read “Introduction” to Listen Up: Voices for the Next Feminist Generation, Barbara Findlen, 1-5. **

Read “Body Image: Third Wave Feminism’s Issue?” Amy Richards, from Adiós Barbie: Young Women Write about Body Image and Identity196-200 **

Read Gill, “From Sex Object to Desiring Sexual Subject: A Step Forward for Media Representations of Young Women?” 1-13 **

March 2 & 4

MIDTERM RECESS

March 9  Tu      
Title IX, and A New (Xr) Female Body





Begin Heywood’s Pretty Good for a Girl (1998)

March 11 Th


Finish Pretty Good for a Girl




PAPER DUE


Part III: Gen Y & the Limits of Liberal Consumerism
March 16 Tu 

The New Liberal Consumerism and Contemporary Youth Culture 




Read Millennials Rising,1-70




Read Finnegan, Introduction and Epilogue to Cold New World **

March 18 Th

Liberal Consumerism and Youth Culture cont’d




Read Jameson, “Post-modernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” **

March 23 Tu 

Marketing to/for/from “Hispanics” 

Read “Generation Mex,” Lalo Lopez, from Next: Young American Writers on the New Generation, 131-145. **

March 24

Wednesday

screening 

Come and Take It Day dir. Jim Mendiola (2002)

March 25 Th

Girl Cultures: Experiments in. . . 




Begin Erika Lopez, Lap Dancing for Mommy
March 30 Tu

Finish Lopez

April 1 Th

More Experiments in Girl Culture




 Chicana Falsa, Michelle Serros


Part IV: Theory, After the Fact

April 6 Tu

Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing the Popular” **

April 8 Th
  
Cohen, “A General Theory of Subcultures” **

April 13 Tu

Hebdige, “Subculture: The Meaning of Style” **

April 15 Th

McRobbie/Garber, “Girls and Subcultures” **

FINAL PAPER TOPICS HANDED OUT

April 20 Tu 

Hebdige, “Learning to Live on the Road to Nowhere” **





also read, Millennials Rising 307-74.

April 22 Th

Open 






