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ENGLISH 306F: SEMIOTICS  

Dr. Gordon Slethaug 

HH 323, ext.  

Class time: 11:30-12:50 T/Th 

Classroom: HH 150 

slethaug@uwaterloo.ca 

Office hours: 1:00-2:00 pm and by appointment 
 
               
     
                              

              

OVERVIEW:   
Semiotics is the discipline that studies the capacity of humans (and, in some respects, non-humans) to 
make, disseminate, and comprehend signs. What is a sign? Basically, a sign is anything that can stand 
for something else. Obviously, then, the range of semiotic inquiry is very broad—from the language you 
use, the way you sit, the clothes you put on, the way you wear your hair, the car you drive or bus you 
take, etc. 
 
In this course we'll have three main tasks: to study the history and theory of semiotics; to learn the 
vocabulary and methodology of semiotics; and to practice this vocabulary and methodology on all kinds 
of everyday things.  
 
REQUIRED TEXTS: 
Roland Barthes, Mythologies (B) 
306F course reader (CR) 
Daniel Chandler, Semiotics: The Basics (reference text)  
 
ASSIGNMENTS AND EVALUATIONS: 
Students are expected to complete all course readings before class and come prepared to discuss them.  
Class attendance is compulsory, and 5% will be deducted from the final mark for each absence without a 
doctor’s certificate. Assessment will be based on the following: 
 

Journal: 15% 
Students will keep a journal (about 450 words weekly), recording their understanding of 
semiotic issues in the readings and discussions and applying them to the world at large. A 
particular weekly perception will be shared with the class at large at least 3 times during the 
term.  The journal will be formally submitted twice during the term, the first in Week 6 and the 
second in Week 12.  The journal will be assessed on writing skills, engagement with the texts 
and lectures, and critical thinking. 
 
PowerPoint Presentation 15% 
Working in two-person teams, students will make one 20-minute presentation during the term, 
taking up, clarifying, and adding to the material assigned for the day of their presentation, 
 
Tests: 2 x 20%   
The tests will cover the major concepts, and the format of these tests is short answer and long 
answer/essay. Questions will be based on the readings and lectures. 
 
Final Essay 30% 
This is designed as a research project in which students choose some aspect of semiotics to 
discuss at length.  On average, 10 sources (mainly books and articles) over and above class 

http://www.google.ca/imgres?hl=en&gbv=2&biw=1366&bih=619&tbm=isch&tbnid=6EIOgQuWfAeQUM:&imgrefurl=http://www.backgroundsy.com/signs-symbols/yellow-street-sign&docid=orc7KnHCTtKnjM&imgurl=http://www.backgroundsy.com/file/yellow-street-sign.jpg&w=640&h=480&ei=VGTPT7XFMvOA6QHB_fG1DA&zoom=1&iact=hc&vpx=665&vpy=301&dur=2623&hovh=194&hovw=259&tx=126&ty=85&sig=102769311625118994852&page=2&tbnh=127&tbnw=169&start=23&ndsp=30&ved=1t:429,r:11,s:23,i:142
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assignments should provide a good basis of research.  The papers should also be clear about 
governing theory and methodology. 

 
 
SCHEDULE:  
 

Date Topics Required Readings 
Sept  11, 13 Course overview  

The dyadic tradition Saussure (CR)  

The triadic tradition Peirce (CR) 

Sept 18, 20 The semiotic square Floch (CR) 

Natural signs Sebeok  (CR), Krampen (CR), Deely (CR) 

Sept 25, 27 
 

Roland Barthes “Mythologies” section in Mythologies (B) 

Roland Barthes “Myth Today” section in Mythologies (B) 

Oct 2, 4 Workshop (2
nd

)  

Hegemony Thwaites et al (CR) 

Oct 9, 11 Coding regimes: encoding and 
decoding 

Hall (CR) 

 Test 1 (11th)  

Oct 16, 18 Modalities Van Leeuwen (CR), Preziosi (CR) 

 Film codes Monaco (CR) 

Oct 23, 25 Reading nation/reading 
history/reading travel 

Bowles (CR), Eco (CR)  

Oct 30 Reading architecture Jencks (CR) 

Nov 1 New York and Washington DC Kostof (CR) 

Nov 6, 8 Fashion codes Owyong (CR); Harris (CR) 

 The meaning of food (PBS video)  

Nov 13, 15 Gender and food codes Adams (CR); Sahlins (CR) 

 Identity codes Vanderbilt  (CR) 

Nov 20 Proxemics & nonverbal codes Gaines (CR); Canetti (CR) 

Nov 22 Test 2  

Nov 27  Consultation on essays  

Nov 29 Essays due  

   

   

 
The Fine Print: 
Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of  academic integrity, members of  the University of  Waterloo are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, 
respect and responsibility. Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid committing academic offences, and to take 
responsibility for his/her actions. A student who is unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to avoid offences (e.g., 
plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, or the Undergraduate 
Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student Discipline. For information on 
categories of  offenses and types of  penalties, students should refer to Policy 71 - Student Discipline, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of  his/her university life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a 
grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm Appeals: A student may 
appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 71 - Student 
Discipline if  a ground for an appeal can be established. Read Policy 72 - Student Appeals, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htmAcademic 
Integrity website (Arts): http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html Academic Integrity Office (UW): 
http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/ 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities: Note for students with disabilities: The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD), located in Needles Hall, Room 
1132, collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic 
integrity of  the curriculum. If  you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of  your disability, please register with the OPD at the beginning of  each 
academic term. 


