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Preface for Instructors

We were well along in our work on the fourth edition of Signs of Life in the
U.S.A. when we awoke on that terrible morning in September to the news
that America was under attack. Even as we watched the live coverage of the
fall of the World Trade Center towers, the fire at the Pentagon, and the myste-
rious disappearance of United Flight 93, we knew that we were witnessing a
historic intervention. “Nothing will ever be the same” became a refrain that
grew in volume throughout that awful day and continued in the weeks that
followed. And the impact of the events of 9/11 (a date that has entered the
American vocabulary as permanently as the words “Pearl Harbor”) was pow-
erful in the realm of American popular culture, where our national devotion to
entertainment and celebrity worship suddenly looked not simply trivial but
unworthy of a nation at war.

Indeed, one of the first consequences of the attacks was a string of can-
cellations of high-profile popular cultural events: The Latin Grammys van-
ished; the Emmy Awards ceremony was canceled, postponed, canceled, and
postponed; and the NFL nixed its weekend schedule, a move that did not hap-
pen when John E Kennedy was assassinated. The brightest luminaries among
the pantheon of entertainment celebrities appeared quite frankly embar-
rassed and bewildered, not knowing how to respond appropriately to the dra-
matic change in the national mood. And a number of movies featuring terror-
ist themes were pulled from pending release.

So what, we wondered, could be the place of a book devoted to the study
of popular culture in such a changed world? Was it still appropriate to teach
students critical thinking and writing skills through popular cultural analysis?
Had life simply become too serious for such study? v
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As the days went by, it became increasingly clear not only that it was ap-
propriate to continue with our work but that the national response to the Sep-
tember 11 attacks only underscored the very premise upon which every edition
of Signs of Life in the U.S.A. has been founded. That premise has been both that
the traditional distinction between “high” (or culturally approved) and “low”
(mass or popular) culture has come to be irrelevant in a world where string quar-
tets are essential components of heavy metal recordings and operatic tenors
perform stadium gigs, and where the terms “American culture” and “popular
culture” are becoming virtually synonymous. America’s passionate turn to pop-
ular culture in the immediate aftermath of the attacks dramatically illustrated
this point. From the star-studded Concert for New York to a World Series and
Super Bowl that were celebrated as national memorials and morale builders, it
became clear that popular culture had not become too trivial for serious atten-
tion; in fact, it had become more important than ever before. Indeed, our own
students complained that it was a mistake to cancel the Emmy Awards (when
that was what looked to be the plan) and a mistake to tone down their glitter
when they were rescheduled, while many parents found that their children were
best able to cope with the attacks by understanding them through the lens of
Harry Potter. In short, Americans turned to popular culture for comfort and sup-
port in the aftermath of September 11, finding there a common ground upon
which they could rally and recover.

As the months passed, it also became clear that while travel would be a
mess for years to come and that the economic impact of the attacks would
scar many lives, popular culture would return pretty much to normal. Movies
like Collateral Damage, once held back, were successfully released. Hollywood
glitter and self-promotion returned. And very few, if anyone, complained. It
wasn’t simply a matter that too much money was involved to let popular cul-
ture languish (though, of course, that contributed to the rapid return to busi-
ness as usual in the entertainment industry): Americans simply didn’t want to
see it languish. And so, with such powerful evidence of the essential place
that popular culture holds in American culture as a whole, its study appears to
be more important than ever before.

Then and Now

Things have not always appeared this way, of course. When the first edition of
Signs of Life in the U.S.A. appeared, the study of popular culture was still em-
broiled in the “culture wars” of the early 1990s, a struggle for academic legiti-
macy in which the adherents of cultural studies ultimately prevailed. Since
then, accordingly, more and more scholars and teachers have come to recog-
nize the importance of understanding what Michel de Certeau has called “the
practice of everyday life” and the value of using popular culture as a thematic
ground for educating students in critical thinking and writing. Once excluded
from academic study on the basis of a naturalized distinction between “high”
and “low” culture that contemporary cultural analysis has shown to be histori-
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cally contingent, popular culture has come to be an accepted part of the cur-
riculum, widely studied in freshman composition classrooms, as well as in
upper-division undergraduate courses and graduate seminars.

But recognition of the important place that popular culture has assumed
in our society has not been restricted to the academy. Increasingly, Americans
are realizing that American culture and popular culture are virtually one and
the same, and that whether we are looking at our political system, our econ-
omy, or simply our national consciousness, the power of popular culture to
shape our lives is strikingly apparent. Sometimes this realization has been
fraught with controversy, as when after a spate of schoolyard shootings in the
late 1990s a host of politicians and pundits pointed their fingers at violent en-
tertainment as the culprit behind the violence. At other times, the growing in-
fluence of popular culture has been received more enthusiastically, as in the
widespread belief in the Internet as a medium of economic and educational
reform and revival. But whether the recognition is tinged with controversy or
splashed with enthusiasm, at no time in our history have Americans been
more aware of the place of popular culture in their lives.

For this reason, we believe that learning to think and write critically about
popular culture is even more important today than it was when we published
the first edition of this book. As the boundary between “culture” and popular
culture blurs and even disappears, it is all the more essential that our students
understand how popular culture works and how it generates meaning. This is
why we continue to make semiotics the guiding methodology behind Signs of
Life in the U.S.A. For semiotics leads us, and our students, to take an analytic
stance towards popular culture, one that avoids the common pitfalls of uncriti-
cal celebration or simple scapegoating.

The reception of the first three editions of this text has demonstrated that
the semiotic approach to popular culture has indeed found a place in Amer-
ica’s composition classrooms. Composition instructors have seen that students
feel a certain sense of ownership toward the products of popular culture —and
that using popular culture as a focus can help students overcome the some-
times alienating effects of traditional academic subject matter. At the same
time, the semiotic method has helped instructors lead their students to ana-
lyze critically the popular cultural phenomena that they enjoy writing about
and so learn the critical thinking and writing skills that their composition
classes are designed to impart.

The Book’s Organization

Reflecting the broad academic interest in cultural studies, we’ve assumed an
inclusive definition of popular culture. This definition can be seen in the
book’s organization. Its two sections — Cultural Productions and Cultural Con-
structions — highlight the essential cultural connection between the things we
do and the things we believe. The four chapters in the first section focus on the
marketing and consumption of the products of mass production, from sport
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utility vehicles to TV shows, music, and movies. The five chapters in the
second part of the book may seem a bit more sobering, but they are inextri-
cably linked to the text’s first half. In addressing spatial semiotics, gender is-
sues, race relations, the culture of sports, and American icons, these chapters
show how ideologies work to construct us as consumers and producers.

The Critical Method: Semiotics

Signs of Life departs from some textbook conventions in that it makes explicit
an interpretive approach — semiotics — that can guide students’ analyses of
popular culture. We’ve made this approach explicit because it has struck us
that while students enjoy assignments that ask them to look at popular cul-
tural phenomena, they often have trouble distinguishing between an argued
interpretive analysis and the simple expression of an opinion. Some text-
books, for example, suggest assignments that involve analyzing a TV program
or film, but they don’t always tell a student how to do that. The semiotic
method provides that guidance.

At the same time, semiotics reveals that there’s no such thing as a pure, ide-
ologically neutral analysis. Anthologies typically present analysis as a “pure”
category: They present readings that students are asked to analyze, but articu-
late no conceptual framework and neither explore nor define theoretical as-
sumptions and ideological positions. Being self-conscious about one’s point of
view, however, is an essential part of academic writing, and we can think of no
better place for students to learn that lesson than in a writing class.

We’ve found through experience that a semiotic approach is especially
well suited to this purpose. As a conceptual framework, semiotics teaches stu-
dents to formulate cogent, well-supported interpretations. It emphasizes the
examination of assumptions and the way language shapes our apprehension
of the world. And, because it focuses on how beliefs are formulated within a
social and political context (rather than just judging or evaluating those be-
liefs), it’s ideal for discussing sensitive or politically charged issues. As an ap-
proach used in literature, media studies, anthropology, art and design course-
work, sociology, law, and market research (to name only some of its more
prominent field applications), semiotics has a cross-disciplinary appeal that
makes it ideal for a writing class of students from a variety of majors and dis-
ciplines. We recognize that semiotics has a reputation for being highly techni-
cal or theoretical; rest assured that Signs of Life does not require students or
instructors to have a technical knowledge of semiotics. We’ve provided clear
and accessible introductions that explain what students need to know.

We also recognize that adopting a theoretical approach may be new to
some instructors, so we've designed the book to allow instructors to be as
semiotic with their students as they wish. The book does not obligate instruc-
tors or students to spend a lot of time with semiotics — although we do hope
you’ll find the approach intriguing and provocative.
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The Editorial Apparatus

With its emphasis on popular culture, Signs of Life should generate lively class
discussion and inspire many kinds of writing and thinking activities. The gen-
eral introduction provides an overall framework for the book, acquainting stu-
dents with the semiotic method they can use to interpret the topics raised in
each chapter. It is followed by a section on Writing about Popular Culture that
not only provides a brief introduction to writing about popular culture but ad-
ditionally features three sample student essays that demonstrate different ap-
proaches to writing critical essays on pop culture topics. The chapters start
with a frontispiece, a provocative visual image related to the chapter’s topic,
and an introduction that suggests ways to “read” the topic, presents model in-
terpretations, and links the issues raised by the reading selections. Every
chapter introduction contains three types of boxed questions designed to
stimulate student thinking on the topic. The Exploring the Signs questions in-
vite students to reflect on an issue in a journal entry or other prewriting activ-
ity, whereas the Discussing the Signs questions trigger class activities such as
debates, discussions, or small group work. Reading the Net questions invite
students to explore the chapter’s topic on the Internet, both for research pur-
poses and for texts to analyze.

The readings themselves are followed by two sorts of assignments. The
Reading the Text questions help students comprehend the selections, asking
them to identify important concepts and arguments, explain key terms, and
relate main ideas to each other and to the evidence presented. The Reading
the Signs questions are writing and activity prompts designed to produce
clear analytic thinking and strong persuasive writing; they often make con-
nections among reading selections from different chapters. Most assignments
call for analytic essays, while some invite journal responses, in-class debates,
group work, or other creative activities. Complementing the readings in each
chapter are images that serve as visual texts that can be discussed. We’ve also
included a Glossary of semiotic terms, which can serve as a ready reference of
key terms and concepts used in the chapter introductions. Finally, the instruc-
tor’'s manual (Editors’ Notes to Accompany Signs of Life in the U.S.A.) provides
suggestions for organizing your syllabus, encouraging student responses to
the readings, and using popular culture and semiotics in the writing class.

What’s New in the Fourth Edition

Few subjects move so quickly as does the pace of popular culture, and the
fourth edition of Signs of Life reflects this essential mutability through its sub-
stantial revision of the third edition. First, we have updated our readings,
adding selections that focus on issues and trends important in the new millen-
nium. We have also updated the exemplary topics in our introductions used
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to model the critical assignments that follow and have readjusted the focus of
some chapters to reflect changing conditions. A new chapter on sports (“It’s
Not Just a Game”) has been added to reflect what we call the growth of the
“sports-and-entertainment postindustrial complex” —that amalgamation of
athletics with the culture industry that has transformed the nature of modern
sport. A new design updates the look of the book, and new photographs with
questions in each chapter help students learn to think critically about visual
popular culture.

From the beginning, Signs of Life was predicated on the premise that in a
postindustrial, McCluhanesque world, the image has been coming to supplant
the printed word in American, and global, culture. That is one of the reasons
we chose semiotics, which provides a rational basis for the critical analysis of
images, as the guiding methodology for every edition of our book. Each edi-
tion of Signs of Life has accordingly included images for critical analysis and
in this, the fourth edition of the book, we have increased the number of im-
ages while modifying the shape of the book to make their presentation more
effective. Each chapter now includes an image with discussion and writing
questions. The images supplement the readings, offering a visual perspective
designed to enhance the critical understanding modeled by the texts, not to
replace them; we believe that while the semiotic interpretation of images can
help students in the honing of their writing skills, it should not be a substitute
for learning critical thinking through the analysis of written texts.

Even as we revise this text to reflect current trends, popular culture con-
tinues to evolve. The inevitable gap between the pace of editing and publish-
ing, on the one hand, and the flow of popular culture, on the other, need not
affect its use in the classroom, however. The readings in the text, and the
semiotic method we propose, are designed to show students how to analyze
and write critical essays about any topic they choose. They can, as one of our
student writers does, choose a topic that appeared before they were born, or
they can turn to the latest box office or prime-time hit to appear after the
publication of this edition of Signs of Life. To put it another way, the practice
of everyday life may itself be filled with evanescent fads and trends, but it is
not itself a fad. As the vital texture of our lived experience, popular culture
provides a stable background against which students of every generation can
test their critical skills.
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