
Politics Downstream from Culture: A Historical and Philosophical Exploration
The notion that “politics is downstream from culture,” often attributed to conservative commentator 
Andrew Breitbart, posits that societal values, beliefs, and narratives—expressed through art, religion, 
media, education, and social movements—shape political outcomes more than politics shapes culture. 
This idea suggests that cultural currents set the stage for what becomes politically possible, as public 
sentiment and shared values drive laws, policies, and governance. Throughout history, cultural shifts 
have frequently preceded political change, though the relationship is not unidirectional—politics can 
also influence culture in a dynamic interplay. This article explores historical examples, philosophical 
underpinnings, and scholarly perspectives supporting the “downstream” thesis, considers opposing 
views, and concludes with reflections on the power this framework ascribes to individuals and 
societies.

Historical Examples: Culture Leading Politics
The Protestant Reformation (16th Century)
The Protestant Reformation illustrates how cultural shifts in religious thought reshaped political 
landscapes. Martin Luther’s 95 Theses (1517), amplified by the printing press, challenged the Catholic 
Church’s authority and sparked a cultural movement emphasizing individual scripture access and 
spiritual reform. Sermons, pamphlets, and vernacular Bible translations shifted public attitudes toward 
religious and secular authority. This cultural groundswell led to political changes, such as the Peace of 
Augsburg (1555), which allowed German rulers to determine their region’s religion, and England’s 
break from Rome under Henry VIII. As historian Diarmaid MacCulloch notes, “The Reformation was 
first and foremost a cultural revolution, redefining the relationship between the individual and 
authority, which politics later codified” (MacCulloch, The Reformation: A History, 2003).

The Enlightenment and Democratic Revolutions (17th–18th Century)
The Enlightenment’s cultural emphasis on reason, liberty, and individual rights, articulated by thinkers 
like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, laid the groundwork for modern democracy. Locke’s 
Two Treatises of Government (1689) argued, “The people shall be judge,” promoting governance by 
consent, while Rousseau’s The Social Contract (1762) declared, “Man is born free, and everywhere he 
is in chains,” inspiring cultural demands for equality. These ideas, spread through books, salons, and 
public discourse, preceded political upheavals like the American Revolution (1776) and the French 
Revolution (1789). The U.S. Constitution and France’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 
Citizen (1789) reflected these cultural ideals. Philosopher Jürgen Habermas argues that such cultural 
discourse in the public sphere creates political legitimacy, reinforcing the downstream dynamic (The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 1962).

Abolitionism and the End of Slavery (19th Century)
The abolitionist movement demonstrates culture’s role in dismantling entrenched political systems. In 
Britain and the U.S., cultural shifts—driven by religious revivalism (e.g., the Second Great Awakening), 
literature like Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), and advocacy by figures like William 
Wilberforce—changed public attitudes toward slavery. Stowe’s novel, which Abraham Lincoln 



reportedly called the spark for the Civil War, sold millions, humanizing enslaved people and 
galvanizing sentiment. This cultural momentum led to Britain’s Slavery Abolition Act (1833) and the 
U.S. Emancipation Proclamation (1863). As Frederick Douglass stated, “Power concedes nothing 
without a demand” (Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 1845), highlighting how cultural 
advocacy drove political change.

Women’s Suffrage and Media (Late 19th–Early 20th Century)
The women’s suffrage movement used cultural tools—newspapers, rallies, and speeches—to shift 
perceptions of women’s roles. Susan B. Anthony’s declaration, “Failure is impossible,” inspired cultural 
acceptance of women’s political agency, while Emmeline Pankhurst’s militant suffragette campaigns in 
the UK captured public attention. These cultural shifts pressured political systems, resulting in the 
UK’s Representation of the People Act (1918) and the U.S. 19th Amendment (1920). Scholar Susan 
Ware notes, “Suffrage was won not in legislatures but in the cultural arena, where women’s voices 
reshaped societal norms” (Why They Marched, 2019).

Digital Culture and Populism (Late 20th–Early 21st Century)
The rise of the internet and social media transformed cultural communication, amplifying grassroots 
voices and anti-elite sentiment. Platforms like Twitter (now X) and YouTube fostered cultural 
narratives of distrust in institutions, evident in movements like Occupy Wall Street and the Tea Party. 
These cultural currents drove political outcomes, such as the 2016 Brexit referendum and Donald 
Trump’s election, where campaigns leveraged cultural frustration. As media theorist Marshall 
McLuhan presciently noted, “The medium is the message” (Understanding Media, 1964), suggesting 
that cultural platforms shape political possibilities. A 2025 study, “The Cultural Origins of Populism,” 
cited on X, reinforces this, arguing that cultural distrust precedes populist surges.

Scholarly and Philosophical Support
Scholarly works reinforce the “downstream” thesis. In The Hedgehog Review (2018), the article 
“Politics is Downstream from Culture, Part 1” argues that cultural narratives unite content and form, 
shaping political solidarity. It cites Steve Bannon’s use of cultural storytelling to drive political change, 
aligning with Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, where control over societal values 
precedes political power (Prison Notebooks, 1929–1935). Similarly, “Political Culture Research: 
Dilemmas and Trends” (Quality & Quantity, 2019) emphasizes that cultural values mediate political 
behavior, drawing on Max Weber’s idea that cultural norms, like the Protestant ethic, shape societal 
structures (The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 1905). Habermas’s public sphere theory 
further supports this, suggesting that cultural discourse underpins political legitimacy.

The Opposing View: Politics Shaping Culture
Critics argue that politics is not always downstream from culture, emphasizing a bidirectional 
relationship. In First Things (2017), Maggie Gallagher and Frank Cannon contend that politics shapes 
culture through laws and policies, citing the Obergefell v. Hodges decision (2015), which legalized 
same-sex marriage and shifted cultural attitudes. They argue, “Politics defines what is culturally 
acceptable,” drawing on Aristotelian philosophy, where politics is the “master science” shaping 



societal norms (Politics). Similarly, Charlie Peters in The Critic Magazine (2022) points to the UK’s 
Equality Act (2010), which mandated cultural norms around equality, suggesting that “politics creates 
the conditions for cultural change.” Eric Teetsel’s WORLD article (2024) adds that laws like Section 
230 of the Communications Decency Act (1996) shaped internet culture, reinforcing George Will’s 
view that “statecraft is soulcraft” (Statecraft as Soulcraft, 1983). These perspectives highlight Michel 
Foucault’s ideas on power and discourse, where political structures define cultural norms (Discipline 
and Punish, 1975).
The bidirectional view acknowledges that culture and politics interact dynamically. For example, while 
cultural shifts drove suffrage, subsequent voting rights laws normalized women’s political roles, 
creating a feedback loop. Similarly, authoritarian regimes use political propaganda to shape culture, as 
seen in 20th-century totalitarian states, suggesting that politics can lead when power is concentrated.

The Power of the People: Culture as a Driver of Change
If politics is downstream from culture, the power to shape society lies with the people, who 
collectively create and sustain cultural narratives. Art, media, education, and social movements are 
not just reflections of society but engines of change, capable of redefining political realities. This 
insight empowers individuals to be mindful of cultural dynamics—groupthink, narratives, and societal 
sentiment—which drive the “societal machine.” For instance, the viral spread of hashtags like #MeToo 
reshaped cultural attitudes toward gender, leading to policy changes on workplace harassment. 
Recognizing this, people must approach culture critically, discerning how narratives form and how 
they can be shaped to foster progress.
This perspective calls for a cultural renaissance, where individuals engage thoughtfully with media, 
art, and discourse to steer societal values. As Breitbart himself noted, “Culture is the root; politics is 
the flower.” By cultivating a culture of critical thinking and shared purpose, people can drive political 
change, from grassroots movements to global reforms. However, this requires vigilance against 
manipulation—whether by media, elites, or algorithms—that can distort cultural narratives. The power 
is with the people, but only if they realize it and act with intention.

Conclusion
The idea that politics is downstream from culture is supported by historical examples—from the 
Reformation to digital populism—where cultural shifts preceded political change. Scholarly works and 
philosophical insights from Gramsci, Weber, and Habermas reinforce this, emphasizing culture’s role 
in shaping political possibilities. Yet, the opposing view, rooted in Aristotelian and Foucauldian 
thought, highlights how politics can also mold culture, suggesting a complex interplay. If culture 
indeed leads, the power rests with individuals to shape narratives and values, driving societal change. 
By embracing this responsibility, people can spark a renaissance of mindful cultural engagement, 
steering the course of politics toward a more equitable and vibrant future.
Note: Citations are formatted as in-text references to align with the article’s style. Full texts for 
scholarly articles (e.g., The Hedgehog Review, Quality & Quantity) can be accessed via academic 
databases like JSTOR or Springer, while popular articles (e.g., First Things, The Critic) are available 
online. Let me know if you need assistance accessing specific sources!


