FMS 370
Signs of Aliens:  Semiotics of Film and Popular Culture
Professor:   
Dr. Daniel Bernardi (a.k.a. DrB)

Email:   
daniel.bernardi@asu.edu
Course URL:
http://www.asu.edu/courses/fms370/

Office Hours:
By Appointment
    

 

COURSE OUTLINE
This class focuses on the sign of the alien, an otherwise trivial element of popular culture that nonetheless carries a number of troubling ideologies: xenophobia, racism, misogyny, etc.  Indeed, signs of aliens can be found in many forms and places:  globular clusters in rocks, words in literature, tales on the radio, and images in motion pictures.  This course assumes that signs of aliens tell us more about ourselves than they do about life beyond our planet.  Thus, we will not debate the truth or falsity of extraterrestrial life.  Instead, we will employ semiotics and cultural studies to uncover the social significance of alienation as an aesthetic expression and value system in the context of immigration, religion, race, gender and sexuality.  In this way, Signs of Aliens contributes to an understanding of cultural diversity in contemporary United States society by offering students a comparative study of the diverse cultural contributions, experiences, and worldviews of two or more gender, racial, ethnic and linguistic minority groups within the United States.

 

Although this course is Web-delivered, it is neither automated nor self-paced. You are expected to engage in all learning tasks. To access the class website, you can use your personal computer, one in the library, or computer labs at ASU. 

 

Reading:  There is one required book for the class, Daniel Bernardi's Star Trek and History:  Race-ing Toward a White Future.  You will likely need to buy it either at the ASU bookstore or from an online distributor such as Amazon.com.  It will take at least two weeks for the book to arrive, so be sure to order it well before class begins.  You will also be reading a few articles, all of which have been posted to the virtual classroom in the Learning Tasks section.  To honor copyright law, they have been password protected.  The teaching team will email you the passwords before the first day of class.  Read the book and articles carefully and on time, as they form the basis of eBoard discussions and papers.

 

Screenings:  You are responsible for screening one film or television program per lesson. The specific titles are listed under the Learning Task section.  You can purchase the titles through Amazon (or another on-line distributor) or rent them at your local video store. Several are available at the ASU library.  A fast and effective way to secure the films is to open a NetFlix account.  It is your responsibility to secure and watch the films.  Don’t watch them for entertainment.  Take notes and view the screenings numerous times.  The screenings also form the basis of both written work and exams. 

 

Academic Dishonesty: You are expected to turn in original work for this course. Quotations or ideas paraphrased from other work must be properly cited.  Taking credit for another’s ideas or writing is plagiarism, which is a serious violation of the University’s Code of Academic Integrity. In the “Student Academic Integrity Policy” manual, ASU defines “’Plagiarism” [as] using another's words, ideas, materials or work without properly acknowledging and documenting the source. Students are responsible for knowing the rules governing the use of another's work or materials and for acknowledging and documenting the source appropriately.” Academic dishonesty, including inappropriate collaboration, will not be tolerated. There are severe sanctions for cheating, plagiarizing and any other form of dishonesty. 
 

GRADED WORK
We expect every student to leave this course with a better – more insightful – understanding of the sign of the alien in American popular culture, as well as some of the methods use to analyze signs of alienation in popular text (e.g. semiotics, cultural studies, social history, etc.).  

Participation (100 Points): You are responsible for participating in the threaded discussions that take place on the eBoard. You should post two substantive comments or questions per Lesson. A "substantive" post is one that is thoughtful, developed and connected to the lesson topic; typically, substantive posts are more than three sentences long. These posts must keep up with the progress of the course. You cannot, for example, go back to the eBoard and post to a lesson after it has been completed and expect for the posts to be counted toward your participation grade. The teaching team will keep track of your participation, including assessing the value of what you bring to this interactivity. Refrain from flaming or ad hominem comments. Be rigorous but constructive.

Critical Review #1 (100 Points):  This assignment asks you to critically analyze a religious or political text for the way it represents aliens.  Check the website or email your TA for a list of the texts you may analyze.  You must analyze one of these texts.   Your grade will be based on the clarity and relevance of your thesis statement, clear and concise writing, and adherence to the assignment guidelines.  Your paper must be double-spaced, include one-inch margins all-around, be no less than three (3) pages long, and include:

1) A clear thesis statement in the following format: "In this paper I will show how (title of religious or political text) represents aliens as (social identity or ideology) through the following techniques: _________, _________ and __________ (the three dominant ways the religious or political texts represents the alien as a social identity or ideology."
2) An analysis of the representation of the alien using the reading from Lessons 1 through 5 and one unassigned reading from the bibliography.

3) Take care to footnote your sources using the Chicago style for history and humanities (use the endnote version of this style).
4) When submitting your paper via email, it must be in Word.  You should turn on “Read Receipt” to ensure that we received your paper. We do not accept excuses for missed deadlines or papers sent in the wrong format.

Critical Review #2 (100 Points):  Learning from your evaluation of your first paper, this assignment asks you to critically analyze a film or television episode for the way it represents aliens as social ideologies (race, gender, sexuality, etc.). Check the website or email your TA for a list of the films you may analyze.  You must analyze one of these films.   Your grade will be based on the clarity and relevance of your thesis statement, clear and concise writing, and adherence to the assignment guidelines.  Your paper must be double-spaced, include one-inch margins all-around, be no less than five (5) pages long, and include:

1) A clear thesis statement in the following format: "In this paper I will show how (title of film or television episode) represents aliens as (social identity or ideology) through the following techniques: _________, _________ and __________ (the three dominant ways the film or television episode represents the alien as a social identity or ideology."
2) An analysis of the representation of the alien using the reading from Lessons 6 through 12 and one unassigned reading from the bibliography.

3) Take care to footnote your sources using the Chicago style for history and humanities (use the endnote version of this style).
4) When submitting your paper via email, it must be in Word.  You should turn on “Read Receipt” to ensure that we received your paper. We do not accept excuses for missed deadlines or papers sent in the wrong format.

Critical Review #3 (100 Points):  Revising your first or second paper, expand your argument to include a more thorough analysis of the texts you analyzed. Incorporate into your paper readings from the last five lectures of the class, using them to guide your revision. You must site at least two of the readings from the first five lessons in your paper.   Your grade will be based on the clarity and relevance of your thesis statement, clear and concise writing, and adherence to the assignment guidelines.  Your paper must be double-spaced, include one-inch margins all-around, be no less than seven (7) pages long, and include:

1) An expansion of Critical Review #1 or Critical Review #2 incorporating the reading from lessons 13, 14 or 15.  

2) Take care to footnote your sources using the Chicago style for history and humanities (use the endnote version of this style).
3) When submitting your paper via email, it must be in Word.  You should turn on “Read Receipt” to ensure that we received your paper. Double check to make sure you actually attached the correct paper in the correct format.  We do not accept excuses for missed deadlines or papers sent in the wrong format.

Grading Scale: 0 to 400 Points
A+
.....
400+ Points

A
.....
372 - 399 Points

A-
.....
360 - 371 Points

B+
.....
352 - 359 Points

B
.....
332 - 351 Points

B-
.....
320 - 331 Points

C+
.....
312 - 319 Points

C
.....
280 - 311 Points

D
.....
240 - 279 Points

E
.....
000 - 239 Points 

LEARNING TASKS
This course is comprised of 15 lessons.  Each includes all or some of the following tasks:

1.  Reading:

Read a Chapter from the Assigned Book

2.  Reading Review: 
Reconsider Key Concepts from the Readings

3.  Screening:

Study Films Screened for Class

4.  Lecture: 

Listen to Streaming Audio Lectures with PowerPoint Slides

5.  Website:

Surf Relevant Websites

6.  iModules:

Engage Interactive Learning Modules

7.  Media Clips:
Review Scenes Referenced in Readings & Lectures

8.  eBoard:               
Pose and Answer Questions on the eBoard

METHODS
Lesson 01:
Introductions & Definitions 
Reading:
“Alien” (The Oxford English Dictionary)
“Anthropomorphism” (Helen King)

Reading Review
Lecture:
What’s this course really about? 

iModule:
Find the Meaning of the Alien (Leigh Balzer, 2001)

Chicago style for history and humanities 
Media Clips:
Cash Cab - Onomatopoeia, er Anthropomorphism!
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Lesson 02:
Paradigm Shifts
Reading:
“The Structure of Scientific Revolutions” (Thomas Kuhn, 1962)

“Alienation” (Tom Bottomore, 1983)
Reading Review #1 (Kuhn Reading) 
Reading Review #2 (Bottomore Reading)

Screening:
Alien Nation (Graham Baker, 1988)

Lecture:
What are signs of alienation?
iModule:
The Structure of Alienation (Mike Burrell, 2002)
Media Clips:
The Fifth Element (Luc Besson, 1997)

Alien Nation – Feature Film (Graham Baker, 1988) 



Alien Nation – TV Series Opening Theme
Alien Nation – TV Series “Alien Pod” 



“Kenneth Johnson on the Politics of Alien Nation” (TV Series)

eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Lesson 03:      Signs and Codes
Reading:
“Introducing Semiotics” (Wendy Leeds-Hurwitz, 1993)
Reading Review
Screening:
The Da Vinci Code (Ron Howard, 2006)
Lecture:
What are alien signs?

iModule: 
Alien Semiotics (Jana Minka, 2002)
Media Clip:
The Da Vinci Code, Clip 1(Ron Howard, 2006) 


The Da Vinci Code, Clip 2 (Ron Howard, 2006)


Semiotics:  The Study of Signs (Matt Dewey et al)

eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Lesson 04:      Religious Signs
Reading:
Genesis 


“The Alien Messiah” (Allan Ruppersberg, 1990)
Reading Review (you can use the Ruppersberg RR; none for Genesis) 

Screening:
Starman (John Carpenter, 1984) 

Lecture:
What are the signs of extraterrestrials in the Bible?
iModule: 
Extraterrestrial Timeline (Barry McGuire, 2002)
Media Clip:
The Day the Earth Stood Still (Robert Wise, 1951)
Starman (John Carpenter, 1984)
The Da Vinci Code (Ron Howard, 2006) 
What Dreams May Come, Clip 2 (Vincent Ward, 1998)
What Dreams May Come, Clip 1 (Vincent Ward, 1998) 


Angels and Demons (Ron Howard, 2009) 

eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Lesson 05: 
Scientific Signs
Readings:       “The Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence” (Sagan & Drake, 1997)


“The Scientific American” (Carl Sagan)
Reading Review

Screening:
Contact (Robert Zemeckis, 1997)
Lecture:
What does science have to say?

iModule: 
Run the Drake
Media Clip:
Contact  (Robert Zemeckis, 1997) 


A Trip to the Moon (Georges Melies, 1902)
Quest (SETI Homepage)
“Carl Sagan on Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence” 

“Meteors & Origins of Life: Alien Invasions from the Stars” 
“Richard Dawkins on God and Aliens” 
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Critical Review 1:   Due an email attachment on x/x at 9:00am MST.
Lesson 06: 
Signs of UFOs
Reading:
The Invasion from Mars (Hadley Cantril, 1940)

“The Invaded Body” (Cindy Hendershot, 1999)
Reading Review #1  (Cantril Reading)
Reading Review #2  (Hendershot Reading)
Screening:
Invaders from Mars (William Cameron Menzies, 1953)

Audio:

Orson Welles War of The Worlds Broadcast
Lecture:
Are UFOs real or only Reel?
Media Clip:
Touch of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958)

The Day the Earth Stood Still (Robert Wise, 1951)
Nuclear Bomb Test 1950 (YouTube)
The War of the Worlds (Byron Haskin, 1953)
Invaders from Mars (William Cameron Menzies, 1953)

Invasion of the Body Snatchers (Don Siegel, 1956)



It Came from Outer Space (Jack Arnold, 1953)

eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Lesson 07: 
Signs of Abductions
Reading:
“Ufology, God‑Talk, and Theology” (Brenda Denzler, 2002)


“The Truth is Out There” (Jodi Dean, 1997)

Reading Review #1 (Denzler Reading)
Reading Review #2 (Dean Reading)
Screening:
The X-Files: Fight The Future (Rob Bowman, 1998)
Lecture:
What do alien abductions signify?
Media Clip:
Fire in the Sky (Robert Lieberman, 1993)
Communion (Philippe Mora, 1989)
Interview with Whitley Streiber
Alien Autopsy: Fact or Fiction? (Tom McGough, 1995)
Independence Day (Roland Emmerich, 1996)
Men in Black (Barry Sonnenfeld, 1997)
“X-Files - The Beginning”
“The X-Files: A Tribute to the Cigarette Smoking Man”
The X-Files: Fight The Future (Rob Bowman, 1998)
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Lesson 08:
Science Fiction as Vernacular Religion 
Reading:
“Rewriting the American Dream” (Jan Mair)

Reading Review #1

Screening:
Independence Day (Roland Emmerich, 1996)
Lecture:
Can we find the truth in pop-culture?
Media Clip:
Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927)


Blade Runner (Scott, 1982)
Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Clip #1 (Spielberg, 1977) 
Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Clip #2 (Spielberg, 1977) 
E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Steven Spielberg, 1982)
Independence Day, Clip #1 (Roland Emmerich, 1996)
Independence Day, Clip #2 (Roland Emmerich, 1996)
Independence Day, Clip #3 (Roland Emmerich, 1996)
Website:
Screen Memories (Mark Pilkington)
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Lesson 09:
Race in Cinematic Space
Reading:
“Ideology and Meaning” (John Fiske, 1990)


“Star Wars episodes I-VI” (Gabriel S. Estrada (Nahuatl))

Reading Review #1

Reading Review #2
Screening:
Star Wars:  Episode 1 (George Lucas, 1999)
Lecture:
What’s the missing link?

iModule:
Ideology in Star Wars
Media Clip:
Blade Runner (Scott, 1982)
The Brother from Another Planet (John Sayles, 1984)
Enemy Mine (Wolfgang Petersen, 1985)
Chasing Amy (Kevin Smith, 1997)
Star Wars:  Episode 1 (George Lucas, 1999) Clip #2  Clip #3
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Lesson 10:
Race in Televisual Space
Reading:
Star Trek & History, Chapter II (Daniel Bernardi, 1998)



Star Trek & History, Chapter IV (Daniel Bernardi, 1998)

Reading Review #1 (Bernardi Chapter II)
Reading Review #2 (Bernardi Chapter IV)
Screening:
Star Trek VI (Nicholas Meyer, 1991)
Lecture:
What is white about Star Trek?
iModule:
Diegetic Logics
Media Clip:
““Elaan of Troyius,” Star Trek (John Meredyth Lucas, 1968)


In Living Color (Wayans Brothers)
“Let That Be Your Last Battlefield,” Star Trek (Jud Taylor, 1969)

“Code of Honor,” Star Trek:  The Next Generation (Russ Mayberry, 1987)

“The Chase,” Star Trek:  The Next Generation (Jonathan Frakes, 1993)
Star Trek VI (Nicholas Meyer, 1991)
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Lesson 11:
Gendered Aliens
Reading:
“Feminism, Humanism and Science in Alien” (James H. Kavanagh, 1991)
Reading Review
Screening:
Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979)

Lecture:
What’s the troubled link between aliens and gender?
Media Clip:
Barbarella (Roger Vadim, 1968)
Alien (1979)
“Elaan of Troyius,” Star Trek (John Meredyth Lucas, 1968)

Species (Roger Donaldson, 1995)



Aliens (James Cameron, 1886)

eBoard: 
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Lesson 12:
“Straight” Aliens
Reading:
“What makes you think you can dictate how we love?” (Roberts, 1999)



“Gay Lesbian Presence in Science Fiction” (Camille Bacon-Smith, 2000)

Reading Review #1 (Roberts Reading)
Reading Review #2 (Bacon-Smith Reading)
Screening: 
The Man Who Fell to Earth (Nicolas Roeg, 1976)

Lecture:
Can an alien be gay?

Media Clip:
“The Host,” The Next Generation (Marvin V. Rush, 1991)

“The Outcast,” The Next Generation  Clip #1   Clip #2    Clip #3  

Flash Gordon (Mike Hodges, 1980)

The Man Who Fell to Earth (Nicolas Roeg, 1976) 
eBoard:
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Critical Review 2:   Due an email attachment on x/x at 9:00am MST.
Lesson 13: 
Textual Poaching
Reading:
“Out of the Closet and Into the Universe” (Henry Jenkins, 1995)


Star Trek and History, Chapter V (Daniel Bernardi, 1998)

Reading Review #1 (Jenkins Reading)
Reading Review #2 (Bernardi Chapter IV)
Screening: 
Galaxy Quest (Dean Parisot, 1999)

Lecture: 
How do fans read race and sexuality in/out of the alien?

Website: 
All-Ages Kirk/Spock Archive
The Foresmutters Project:  For the History of Slash
Media Clip: 
Galaxy Quest (Dean Parisot, 1999)
Star Trek:  The Pepsi Generation (Ryan K. Johnson, 1988)



Captain’s Nightmare (Jonathan Markiewitz, 2002)



Racism in Classic Trek


Star Trek is SOOO racist!!


Tolerance and Star Trek
Star Trek Gay Sex


Brokeback Enterprise 


Star Trek Voyager - Fantasy
eBoard: 
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
  
Lesson 14: 
Signs of Illegal Aliens
Reading:
“Humor as Subversive Deconstruction” (Rosa Linda Fregoso, 1993)



“The Latino Threat Narrative” (Leo R. Chavez, 2008)
Reading Review #1 (Fregoso Reading)
Reading Review #2 (Chavez Reading)
Screening: 
Born In East L.A. (Cheech Marin, 1987)

Lecture: 
Who are the “real” aliens?

iModule:
U.S. Citizenship Test
Media Clip: 
ABC News Nightline (1987)

“Lou Dobbs Townhall meeting: Illegal Immigration Crisis” (YouTube)

“Rick Sanchez vs Lou Dobbs on immigration” (YouTube)
Born In East L.A. (Cheech Marin, 1987) Clip #2
“Cheech & Chong - Born In East L.A.” (YouTube)

eBoard: 
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate

Lesson 15: 
Other Human Aliens
Reading:
“The Michael Jackson Factor” (Elizabeth Haiken, 1999)
“God’s Aesthetic Surgery” (Sander Gilman, 1998)
Reading Review #1 (Haiken Reading)
Reading Review #2 (Gilman Reading)
Lecture: 
Is Michael Jackson an alien?
iModule: 
The Alienation of Michael
Media Clip:
Thriller (Michael Jackson, 1982)
eBoard: 
Engage with Your Classmates in Discussion and Debate
Final Exam: 
Due as an email attachment x/x by 9:00am MST.
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