British Culture and Society 2009

Research Paper: Symbolic Culture

Background
Most of our time in England will be spent exploring aspects of dominant culture.  We will tour official institutions of media (BBC), sport (Wimbledon), and religion (Canterbury Cathedral) to name a few. These institutions produce and utilize both material and nonmaterial culture.  One of the main markers of any culture is symbols.  It is these symbolic elements of culture that you will be investigating in this project.  

You will produce a paper comparing symbols of British culture with similar symbols in the U.S.  Your examination will proceed visually using your own photographs as data to explore these symbols and the ideas behind them.  You will be expected to incorporate images that you produce into your final paper as both illustrations of and supporting evidence for your assertions and conclusions.  

While your paper will be a visual exploration of cultural symbols, it is not simply documentary in nature.  Rather, you are expected to analyze the symbols and their relationship to British society.  What do the symbols mean?  How did the symbol get started?  How has it changed? Who changed it?  Does it mean different things to different people now?  Who currently uses the symbol?  As you seek to make the paper more manageable, you’ll need to find some way of narrowing down the field.  I would suggest picking two or three symbols that most exemplify British culture to you.  Alternatively, you could choose a set of symbols that has a direct correlation with a U.S. symbols.  There are numerous other ways, of course, but these should get you started.  

Regardless of what method you choose, it is imperative that you apply the same rationale to the U.S. symbols you use for comparison.  That is, if you choose symbols that most exemplify British culture, then you’ll want to do the same for U.S. culture.  Your U.S. comparisons will be greatly strengthened by supporting photographs, but these are not necessary for a passing grade.

Finally, it will benefit your analysis tremendously to supplement your own fieldwork with interviews and/or outside research.  That is, you should feel free to talk to people and ask them about the symbols they are displaying or producing.  Additionally, you will probably find it useful to do some research about the origins of the various symbols as you attempt to uncover the  various social meanings at work, and if people are aware of the original intent of the symbol.

Paper Logistics:

The result of your examination will be an 1800-2200 word paper (typed, double spaced, 1” margins, 12 point font).  You can simply use the word count at the bottom of Microsoft Word as your guide.  The organization of the paper is entirely up to you, but I strongly recommend that you have some kind of organization.  Subheadings are encouraged.  In other words, I want there to be some kind of internal logic to the paper you write.  I do not want to read papers that proceed from one topic to the next because that was the next thing that popped into your mind.  

The final paper is due on September 15th to me via email as a PDF or Word document.  I encourage you to not wait until the last minute as you may have some difficulty with file size if you have not reduced the file size of your images.  I DO NOT take late work.  
