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Questions to keep in mind:

•what impact do political ideas have on culture? (and vice versa)

•why do people obey authority? is the norm to obey and conform and to 

“rebel” is unusual?

•what have classical liberals had to say on the subject?

•how can we promote a "culture of liberty"?

•how can we oppose a "culture of authority and obedience"?



1. Symbols, images, rituals, & 
ceremonies (SIRC) have political or 

ideological content and meaning

2. SIRC reveal the values and beliefs 
of the person or persons who created 

them

3. SIRC are used to further the aims 
& promote the ideals of particular 

individuals & groups

4. Rulers & the ruling class have 
historically used a number of SIRC to 

achieve their goals

5. Individuals who have struggled to 
protect or defend their liberties have 

historically used a number of SIRC to 
achieve their goals 



Why should we be in such 
desperate haste to succeed and in 
such desperate enterprises? If a 
man does not keep pace with his
companions, perhaps it is because 
he hears a different drummer. Let
him step to the music which he 
hears, however measured or far 
away. It is not important that he 
should mature as soon as an apple 
tree or an oak. Shall he turn his 
spring into summer? If the 
condition of things which we were 
made for is not yet, what were any 
reality which we can substitute? We 
will not be shipwrecked on a vain
reality.

Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854)



Peter Weir, Dead Poets Society (1989)



Peter Weir, Dead Poets Society (1989)



Definition of Culture:

•the arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement 

regarded collectively : 20th century popular culture.

•a refined understanding or appreciation of this : men of culture.

•the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a 

particular nation, people, or other social group: Caribbean culture | 

people from many different cultures.

•[with adj. ] the attitudes and behavior characteristic of a particular social 

group : the emerging drug culture.



The Culture of Liberty: 

“the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a free people”

•i.e. people who value the ideal of individual liberty, free markets, and limited 

government.

The Culture of Opposition:

“the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a free people who 

object to being ruled by those in authority”

•i.e. those people who do not accept the superiority and legitimacy of their 

rulers to rule them, tax them, regulate them, send them off to war.

[Benjamin Franklin, Libertas Medal 1783]



The Culture of Authority:

“the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of those who rule 

others”

•i.e. those members of the state who live off tax dollars and exercise the 

power to confiscate (tax), regulate, and order others to their deaths (in war). 

The Culture of Obedience:

“the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of those who willingly 

obey those in authority”

•i.e. those people who accept the superiority and legitimacy of their rulers to 

rule them, tax them, regulate them, send them off to war.

[Australian 1 shilling coin, 1944 - King George VI]



The Culture of Liberty: 

“the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a free people”

•whatever culture a free people develop when they live in a free society

•in an unfree society the culture people develop to protest, oppose, resist, 

mock, or undermine unjust state power

•protest art and music

•satire

•public demonstrations and street theatre

•TV and Movies critical of the state



“All states are equal but some states are more equal than others” 

•Need to distinguish between “differences of kind” and “differences of degree”

•All states are of the same kind

•based upon coercion, confiscation of property in form of taxes, violation of 

liberty through regulation, killing of opponents

•States differ by degree

•Liberal democracies are of a different degree to communist regimes, Nazi 

regime, or military dictatorships.

•But they do share many common features as they are of the same kind of 

entity



What all States share in common (1):

•need to get power

•need to retain power

•need to appear to be a legitimate power

•need to be loved (or feared) by their subjects

•need to keep opponents and dissidents under control

•need to have compliant and obedient citizens and taxpayers 

(who will “obey and pay”)

•hence all states resort to similar strategies



What all States share in common (2):

•demand sacrifice on the part of citizens

•seek to legitimize and maintain a ruler in power

•use civic rituals to get public support

•erect statues and monuments in public spaces

•legitimize and glorify the nation state and its wars

•create a uniform national culture to reduce costs of ruling

•use public media to show rulers in a flattering light



Demanding sacrifice on the part of citizens:

•"Ours is not to reason why, ours is but to do or die" - 

Tennyson's "Charge of the Light Brigade"

•"For King and Country" - slogan of the British Empire

•JFK - "ask not what your country can do for you, but what 

you can do for your country" - Inaugural address Jan 20, 

1961



British Propaganda Poster c. Boer War (1899)



US Propaganda Poster by James Montgomery Flagg (1917)



Memorial to John F. Kennedy, Washington D.C.
“What you can do for your country” (1961)



Legitimizing a ruler’s power:

•showing the splendour and pageantry of the ruler

•F. Handel "Hail the Conquering Hero comes" from Judas 

Maccabeus 

•“Hail to the Chief” played for US presidents

•showing that the ruler has superior powers, better moral 

character, physical strength, better warrior, better 

administrator and hence deserves to rule

•showing that the ruler has been chosen or blessed by God

•the ruler has healing powers



Hyacinthe Rigaud, Louis XIV (1701)



Jacques-Louis David, The Emperor in his Study in the 
Tuileries (1812)



Official Portrait of Queen Elizabeth II by Christian Furr 
(1995)



National Anthem of the United Kingdom & 
Royal Anthem of Australia

God save our gracious Queen,
Long live our noble Queen,
God save the Queen:
Send her victorious,
Happy and glorious,
Long to reign over us:
God save the Queen.

O Lord, our God, arise,
Scatter her enemies,
And make them fall.
Confound their politics,
Frustrate their knavish tricks,
On Thee our hopes we fix,
God save us all.

Thy choicest gifts in store,
On her be pleased to pour;
Long may she reign:
May she defend our laws,
And ever give us cause
To sing with heart and voice
God save the Queen



Chinese Propaganda Poster celebrating Mao Tse Tung’s 
feat of swimming the Yangste river (1956)



Chinese National Anthem, “March of the 
Volunteers” (1934)

Arise! All who refuse to be slaves!
Let our flesh and blood forge into our new Great Wall!
As the Chinese Nation faces its greatest peril.
All forcefully expend their last cries.
Arise! Arise! Arise!
Our million hearts beat as one,
Brave the enemy's fire, March on!
Brave the enemy's fire, March on!
March on! March on! On!



Leaders Kissing Babies



Jacques-Louis David, “Napoleon Crossing the Saint 
Bernard Pass” (1805)



George W. Bush announcing “Mission 
Accomplished” on USS Abraham Lincoln 

(May 1, 2003)



Presidential March, “Hail to the 
Chief ”  (Albert Gamse, James Sanderson)

(Andrew Jackson, 1829)

Hail to the Chief we have chosen for the nation,
Hail to the Chief! We salute him, one and all.
Hail to the Chief, as we pledge cooperation
In proud fulfillment of a great, noble call.

Yours is the aim to make this grand country grander,
This you will do, that's our strong, firm belief.
Hail to the one we selected as commander,
Hail to the President! Hail to the Chief!



The use of civic rituals to get public support:

•coronations of monarchs and inaugurations of presidents

•state funerals

•political rallies and elections

•royal and presidential visits to other countries

•statues of leaders in public spaces



François Gerard, Napoleon in Coronation Robes (1804)



The Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II (1952)



Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh (1953)



The Inauguration of Barak Obama (January 2009)



President Obama and the symbols of his office



State Funeral of Winston Churchill (1874-1965)



State Funeral of JFK (1917-1963)



Scene from Leni Riefenstahl’s film “Triumph of the Will 
(1935)



Democratic Party Convention (2008)



The erecting of statues of rulers in public spaces:

•official statues of great political and military leaders need to 

be over-sized to emphasize their importance and greatness

•often pointing to a glorious future under their rule



The Lincoln Memorial, Washington, D.C.



Mount Rushmore: Washington, Jefferson, T. Roosevelt, 
Lincoln (1927-1941)



Vladimir Lenin (location unknown)



Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and David Hart in Shanghai 
(2009)



Legitimizing and glorifying the nation state and the wars 

which created it:

•national anthems - often warlike and aggressive

•British “God save the King/Queen”

•French “La marseillaise”

•American “ O! say can you see by the dawn's early light”

•national holidays and anniversaries

•America - July 4

•France - July 14

•Soviet Union - May Day

•military parades to show off military prowess and 

preparedness

•national mottos

•In God we Trust, Gott mit uns

•Pledges of allegiance



“In God We Trust” (1956)



“Gott mit uns” (1939)



Memorial Day in the Indianapolis suburbs (2009)



May Day Parade in Moscow I: Soldiers  (1980s)



May Day Parade in Moscow II: Ballistic Missiles  (1980s)



The Great White Fleet (1907-09)



Australia greets the Great White Fleet



American Pledges of Allegiance

1892
“I pledge allegiance to my flag 

and the republic for which it 
stands: one nation indivisible with 

liberty and justice for all.”

1892 to 1923
"I pledge allegiance to my flag 
and to the republic for which it 

stands: one nation indivisible with 
liberty and justice for all."

1923 to 1924
"I pledge allegiance to the flag of 

the United States and to the 
republic for which it stands: one 
nation indivisible with liberty and 

justice for all."

1924 to 1954
"I pledge allegiance to the flag of 

the United States of America, 
and to the republic for which it 

stands; one nation indivisible with 
liberty and justice for all."

1954 to Present
"I pledge allegiance to the flag of 
the United States of America, and 
to the republic for which it stands, 

one nation under God, 
indivisible, with liberty and justice 

for all.



The “Bellamy Salute” for the American Pledge of 
Allegiance (pre-1942)



The Culture of Obedience:

•why do so many people obey authority?

•what role does coercion play in enforcing obedience?

•what role does culture and political values in making people 

obey?

•why do some people “just say no” to political authority?



Studies which show that people are predisposed to obey 

authority:

•Stanley Milgram’s experiment in 1963 at Yale - Obedience to 

Authority: An Experimental View (1975)

•Philip Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment - The Lucifer 

Effect: Understanding how Good People Turn Evil (2007)

•Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police 

Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (1993)

•the behaviour of American soldiers at Abu Ghraib Prison in 

Baghdad



Volker Schlöndorff, The Tin Drum (1979)



Volker Schlöndorff, The Tin Drum (1979)


