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PREFACE FOR
INSTRUCTORS

Thirty years ago, Marshall McLuhan announced the beginning of a new
era in the history of Western communication. The printing press, he
argued in his classic study The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962), was yielding to
a new set of media—to radio, television, and film—and a new con-
sciousness was emerging in response to the change. The years that have
passed since the publication of McLuhan’s book have borne out many
of his predictions, especially concerning the growth of video technolo-
gies. Today, ours is indeed a culture of the electronic media, centered
on the visual image rather than the printed word, and the shape of our
knowledge and experience has shifted accordingly.

This transformation from a text-centered to an image-centered cul-
ture presents a certain challenge to writing teachers. How can such a
textually based enterprise as writing instruction respond to a video-driven
world? How are reading and writing related to seeing and hearing? Can
the habits of critical thinking that are so central to the analytical tasks of
academic writing be adapted to McLuhan’s brave new world?

We have written Signs of Life in the U.S.A. because we believe not
only that such bridges can be built but that building them represents our
best hope for training a new generation of students in critical thinking
and writing. Thus, while the goal of our text remains the traditional one
of helping students become strong writers of argument and analysis, our
method departs from convention by using printed texts to guide students
in the analysis and interpretation of an unwritten world: The world of
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American popular culture, wherein images, often electronically con-
veyed, can be more important than words.

Readings on American Popular Culture

The 75 readings in this book address a broad cross-section of con-
temporary American popular culture. We have chosen popular culture
as our field because we believe that students think and write best when
they are in command of their subject matter. Too often, academic ways
of thinking, reasoning, arguing, and even speaking and writing seem like
a foreign language for students, especially those in their first year. As a
result, students may find it difficult to develop ideas, risking either writer’s
block or the adoption of an awkward, pedantic style that hinders their
own creativity and insights. Unfortunately, both within and outside
academia, students’ attempts to grapple with this foreign language are
sometimes interpreted as proof of their apparent “illiteracy.”

But we believe that today’s students are not illiterate at all; they
simply have a different kind of literacy, one that exists outside the bound-
aries of traditional academic knowledge. We also believe that there need
not be a split between academic and “real world” knowledge in the first
place; rather, the two should inform each other, with the most exciting
inquiry combining the riches of everyday life with the discipline and
depth of academic study. Signs of Life in the U.S.A. is thus designed to
let students take advantage of their expertise in the culture around them,
allowing them to build on their strengths as they sharpen their ability to
write cogent analyses, insightful interpretations, and persuasive argu-
ments. We have included, for example, materials ranging from analyses
of shopping mall designs to interpretations of the film Malcolm X, from
explorations of women’s language to advertisements for jeans and back-
packs. This is not to say that we assume students are all consumers of
popular culture in the same way. Indeed, the book is structured to
encourage students to bring to their writing class a variety of back-
grounds, interests, and experiences, a variety that will generate lively
class discussion and create a community of writers.

The Book’s Organization

Reflecting the increasing academic interest in cultural studies, we’ve
assumed an inclusive definition of popular culture. This definition can
be seen in the book’s organization, for it is divided into two broad
sections—Images and Issues—to highlight the essential cultural connec-
tion between the things we do and the things we believe. The five
chapters in the Images section focus on popular cultural behavior, es-
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pecially as it is stimulated and mediated by the images projected through
the objects we consume, the ads that sell us those objects, the entertain-
ments we enjoy, and the heroes and popular characters we admire and
emulate. The five Issues chapters may seem a bit more sobering, but
they are inextricably linked to the text’s first half. For in addressing the
First Amendment controversy, multiculturalism, gangs, gender, and
AIDS, they show that behind every image there is an issue, an ideology
and belief system that shapes our behavior.

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 cultural phenomena, they often have trouble distinguish-
ing between an argued interpretive analysis and simple expression of an
opinion. Some textbooks, 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, ideologically neutral analysis, even in freshman composition. An-
thologies typically present analysis as a “pure” category: They present
readings that students are asked to analyze, but articulate no conceptual
framework and neither explore nor define theoretical assumptions 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 espe-
cially well suited to this purpose. As a conceptual framework, semiotics
teaches students to formulate cogent, well-supported interpretations. It
emphasizes the examination of assumptions and how language shapes
our apprehension of the world. Because it focuses on how beliefs are
Jformulated within a social and political context (rather than just judging
or evaluating those beliefs), it’s ideal for discussing sensitive or politically
charged issues. As an approach used in literature, media, anthropology,
sociology, law, and business, to name only a few fields, semiotics has a
cross-disciplinary appeal that makes it ideal for a writing class of students
from a variety of majors and disciplines. We recognize that semiotics has
a reputation for being highly technical or theoretical; rest assured that
Signs of Life does not require students or instructors to have a technical
knowledge of semiotics. In fact, we've provided clear and accessible
introductions that explain what students need to know.
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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 instructors or students to spend a lot of time with semiotics—
although we do hope you’ll find the approach intriguing and provoca-
tive.

The choice of semiotics is also based on classroom experience. In
adopting the approach for classes ranging from freshmen to graduate
students, we’ve found that students respond quickly and positively to
this approach. Students have told us how much they appreciate learning
something entirely new in our classes, and what they learn extends
beyond the topics covered to a new way of looking at the world. But
we haven’t relied just on our own experience; a colleague, Patrick
McCord, tested most of the book with his freshman writing students at
California State University, Northridge, and found that his students were
impressed not only with how semiotics opened their eyes but with the
respect of their own activities that the approach conveyed.

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 general introduction provides an overall framework for
the book, acquainting students with the semiotic method they can use
to interpret the topics raised in each chapter. The chapters start off with
a frontispiece, a provocative visual image related to the chapter’s topic,
and an introduction, which suggests ways to “read” the topic, presents
model interpretations, and links the issues raised by the reading selections.
Every chapter introduction contains two types of boxed questions de-
signed to stimulate student thinking on the topic. The Exploring the
Signs questions invite students to explore an issue in a journal entry or
other prewriting activity, whereas Discussing the Signs questions trigger
class activities such as debates, discussions, or small-group work. Each
reading selection is 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 analytical thinking and strong persuasive writing; they
often make connections among reading selections from different chap-
ters. Most assignments call for analytic essays, while some ask for journal
responses, in-class debates, group work, or other creative activities.
We’ve also added a Glossary of semiotic terms to serve as a ready refer-
ence for key terms and concepts used in the chapter introductions.
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Finally, the Instructors Manual provides suggestions for organizing your
syllabus, encouraging student response to the readings, and using popular
culture and semiotics in the writing class.
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