THOMAS MOLNAR

The Counter-Culture: An Historical Perspective

I do not know if I compliment or offend
the adherents of the varions sub-culiures
ol today: hippy-cultine, New Lelt, counter-
culture und others, when I say that they are
reviving a very ancient phenomenon known
to all civilizations. The terms of self-identi-
fication used by the members of these mod-
ern sects are extremely significant: in Amer-
ica they are the "drop-outs,” not only from
school but generally, from their stadon in
lite, and principally from its organized and
structured forms, the family, occupation,
even leisure and culture. True, many call
themselves members of the “New Left”; yet,
how ditterent they are from the carbonari,
the babornuvistes, and the anavchists of the
last century, and even more {rom the leftist
political parties and labor unions ol this
one. Nor do they constitute a political phe-
nomenon, but rather a cultural one (in fact,
they scorn “politics”™), with fields of action
in the world of art, fashion, literature, sex,
universittes anc the mass media, And they
certainly do not recruit members among
workers, but among marginal people: youth,
racial minorities, disgruntled churchmen,
unemployed artists, sex deviates, various
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un-anchored men and women, and the ubiq-
uitous lumpen-intelligentsia.

The above description is merely a general
one, a way to identify our object. I began
by pointing out that the counter-culiure,
ete. are an ancient phenomenon: it is sig-
nificant, then, that this frce would be vehe-
mently denied by the pcople we are speak-
ing about, who, on the contrary, regard
themselves as not only totally new but also
revolutionaty in the sharpest sense of the
term. They reject the “old™ world, its bour-
geois values, its industrial-consumer society.,
its lIabor politics, even the Marxist parties.
Their philosophers, Sartre, Marcuse, Reich
and Franz Fanon violently criticize every-
thing in the “old” world and impatiendy
announce the coming of the “new”; their
heroes—Cheé Guevara, R. Debray, Dr. Ha-
bache, the maquisards ol South America,
the ex-magquisards of Russia {1rotsky) and
of China (Mauao, as leader of the Long
March)y—are depicted in the cult as drop-
outs themselves, as un-organized and un-
attached terrorists who do not follow a
doctrine, a scholarly system, but are pure
activists like the "Tupamaros, the Chinese
Red Guards, the Al Fatah, the Ceylonese
rebels—or simply the university groups in
the West. The image so obtained may or
may not be true; what counts is that it is
believed, that it is the result of a myth.

Thus what we are here examining is by
no means a movement of social criticism, a
reform movement. [t is a messianic current
expecting to renew the world after destroy-
ing, and more: abolishing it in its sofar
accepted  forms and meaning, not only
socially and politically, but also philosoph-
ically. As John Passmore writes in En-
counter  (November, 1970}, these
mystics” want Paradise Now! Not a retum

“new
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to Eden, 1 would add, but access 10 one
invented spontaneously: Iimagination au
porveir! Yet it is here, when the ary for
absolute newness is voiced, that, unknown
to them, they join history and re-enact its
earlicst episodes.

Consider indeed the [ollowing examples.
The Gnostics of the first Christian centuries
regarded the world as evil, their own sects
as belonging to a distant geod God with
whom they shared one substance. They
wanted to abolish the created evil world,
time itself, and the rules of rationality
which, in their eyes, served the evil Master.
They despised matter, including their own
bodlies, and aspired to a state where their
spiritual nature (pneuma) would merge
with God's. Some of these sects lived an
ascetic existence, showing their contempt
for material life, but others chose extreme
license and sexual freedom, saying that they,
the clect, were pure, and that not even sex-
ual excesses could soil the divine light in
them.

The gnostic attitude runs through the
entire Middle Ages. The Brethren ol the
Free Spirit, in the 12th and 13th centuries,
consisted of “drop-outs” from the Church
to whom marginal people both of the low-
est station (unemployed artisans, fugitive
serfs) and of higher (wives aud daughters
of burghers) attached themselves, In the
words of Professor Gordon Leff, these peo-
ple “believed they were the poor in spirit
because they had abandoned everything,
including individual choice; in this state
they claimed to have suppressed all needs
and virtues. They engaged in sexual orgies,
had women in common, and lived from
begging. Yet they believed they were free
from sin and could yield to desire with im-
punity.”!

This movement was mostly alive in the
Rhine Valley. In Italy around 1800, the
movement of the “Apostles” under the
leader Dolcino showed signs of great activ-
ity. The Apostles claimed that the power of
the Church (the “Establishment” of the

L. Gordon Leff, Heresy in the Later Middle Ages
(New York: Barnes and Noble, 1967), Vol. 1, p.
358,

times) was transferred to thent that they
were free trom authorien: that they were
absolved of sins; that caonal relations were
not sinful; that all priests were corrupt; and
that churches were no more worthy of pray-
ers than pigsties.

In the England of 1630 and 1610, ag the
time of religions conflicts between a pro-
Catholic monarchy and the Puritan burgh-
ers, the so-called “Ranters”™ made their ap-
pearance. They were muystics, writes Norman
Cohn in The Pursuil of the Millenium,
“who believed they were so wholly united
with God that they could not sin. All things
were permitted to them-—sexual promiseu-
ity above all, but also lying, sicading, even
murder.” A leading Ranter. Clarkson, wiote
a tract o show that “Scripuoe. Chuarches,
Saints are no more than the cutting oft a
dog's neck,” that sin is only in imagination,
that blasphemous and obscene words can be
freely used. Another Ranter, Winstanley,
convinced that the old world was "running
up like parchmend in fire,” set up an an-
archo-communistic  settlement the
“Diggers” (1649). [t was an auempt, Cohn
writes, to restore mankine o its virgin state,

called

where private property, class distinctions
and human authority would be unknown.
These were some illustriations of what ap-
pear to be a main theme in Christian West-
crn history, The reader may be assured that
this is only a very modest rundom selection,
and that a mere list of similar sects, move-
ments and communes would fill dozens of
pages. At any rate, the West has no monop-
oly on them. Mircea Eliade reports® on a
cult which emerged in [944 on one of the
New Hebrides islands, A
called Taek, ordered the villagers o throw
away their clothes, including the cachesexe
and pear]l necklaces, to destroy all their pos-
sessions, mats and basketmaking tools, to

native leader,

burn down their huts and 1o sluughter their
domestic the
were 10 huild communal dormitories and
kitchens, take to the woods, share all women,
and generally discard ancient tribal customs,

animals.  Instead, villagers

2. Mircea Eliade, The Tweo and the One (New York:
Hurper und Row, 1965, p. 1250,
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All this wus done in the expectation of the
arrival of “America”  (the white god of
abundance and carefree existence), bring
ing cnormous qmantities of tood, the per-
mission never to work and the gift of im-
mortality.

Now what iy common to these millenial,
utopian cxpectationsy We saw  that the
adepts of these sects think of the world as
evil, of themeslves as the clect o whom
everything is permitted. "They e god-like,
exempt of the Church’s moral precepts or
of the wibal taboos (for example, Tsek
abolished the prohibition ot marriage with-
in the totemic group), and abo of the ordi-
nary rules and processes ol everyday ldife.
True, next to these universal features, the
elect are also stamped with the character-
istic Janguage and experiences of the civil-
jzation in which they emerge: in the Middle
Ages their language was Christian escha-
tological, in the New Hebrides it expresses
itself in the terms of the curgo cult® The
Gnostics made use of neo-platonist. Jewish
apocalyptic and Christian terminology, the
Ranters and Thomas Miinzer's Anabaptists
bathed in the specific moral ambiance of
the Reformation, Yet, beyond these differ-
ences, the genus is the same, it transcends
cultural and ethnic particularisms, it repre-
sents what secms 10 be a permancent temp-
tation for man under certain circumstances.
The temptation is to reject what civilization
has added to the naked, “natural” man. The
choice is then between the roud to spiritual
life Jeading ta God, or “back to nature” and
to animality. We saw that the two roads
easily converge, and that the millenial be-
havior and its verbal munifestations partake
of both.

Why should the rejection of the “non-
natural” stop at casting ofl of the loin cloth,
a preference for nudity, sexual promiscuity.
the abolition of private property and the
family, in favor of anarcho-communistic

r to what anthropologists and histerians of
religion call the “cargo cult™ of Polyne the is-
landers witnessing the delivery by boats of alt
soits of goods, condluded that the white men to
whom these goods were delivered were blessed in
this manier by their gods.

Thomas Moinar

groups? Indeed, the clect intends 1o go
much f{urther: with the civilizational re-
straints lifted, there ts no reason for him to
stop at any one degree of the ascent towards
divine status ov degeneracy to animal level.

Consider in the light of these [eatures the
present hippy culture, It too is a manifesta-
tion of the permanent temptation, ol the
genus utopin, and i1 also partakes of the
civilization demo-
cratic, bureaueratized yet permissive, ma-
terialistic. It was born, like most gnostic-
milleniial movements, in an age of transi-
ton and catastrophe, ol the transvaluation
of values. Gnosticism appeared at the intel-
lectual confines of Christianity, Judaism and
the ellenistic speculative systems; the late
medicval sects emerged when society, organ-
ized by the Ghurch, began to disintegrate
under the impact of laicization; the Poly-
nesians saw their wibal existence challenged
by white inroads represented by traders,
ionaries and soldiers (the adventure of
Tsek and his islanders took place during
the war in the Pacificy; and the Anabaptists
and Ranters flourished between two reli-
gious blocs, Catholic and Protestant. In
turn, counter-cufture is a symptom of West.
ern self-doubt; perhaps it is also a symptom
of the nee plus ultra to which the proudest
product of Western  rationality, science.

in which it was born:
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seerms o have arrived in a blind and con-

[used state.

HESE explanations are usclul, but they

remain limited: they deseribe an at-
mosphere, they do not go to the roots. 1et
us now analyse the hippy culture’s behavior,
words and aspirations.

We know of the orgies in which various
sects, earlicr described, engaged i as asign
of vanished restraints. And we note now the
hippy predilection for drugs, sex, terrov and
violence, verbalized (for example, obsceni-
ties) and practiced. These do not seem, how-
ever, to be ends in themsebves, but rather
instruments and methods  (technigues) of
abolishing the words, the rules, the prac
tices, the mores, and the ethos of the “old”
world, "The objectives, no matter how hazily
outlined, are the non-family, the non-nation,
the non-reason: the promiscuous commune,
the “Woodstock nation,” the fusion of the
selves in one hedonistic nirvana, and uld-
mately the disimtegration of reasun as the

principle ol individuation and as the pri-
vileged [aculty of Western mode of think-
ing.

In other words, the orgiastic element in
the counter-culiure is a technique, not the
objective, although the individual may feel
subjectively at home in a lile ot cxcesses.
Per se, the hippy is no more sex-ridden or
violent than others; what stimujates him is
the (gnosticy passion to dissolve the strue-
turc of the world accepted by the non-elect.
the profance man. Il the hippy, like the
Gnostic, demands paradise, it is 1o dissolve
the rational self, the obstacle 1o the lusion
of individualities: if he demands paradise
now, it is to overcome tme in which, again
like the Gnostic, he sees the clement pre-
venting instant salvation. 1t is to he noted
that drugs and other orgiastic tools are used
for this purpose, but not alcohol: alcohol
induces drunkenness, hence euphoria, but
not a different kind of perception.

In one of the representaiive books of
Brown's  Life
Against Death, we find, indeed, some rele-
vant pointers for the abolition of time and
vationality, Time is neurotic, he maintains,

counter-culture,  Norman

and so are Tormal logic, quantificd science
and industrial production. Why  discredit
rationalityz Because then we may enter a
world of carnival and  hallucination  in
which all things become their opposites-
the mystic's wird the alehemist's cotneidentin
oppositorim. “In the world of carnival,”
writes W, H. Auden, “there is absolute
equality. All distinetions of rank and even
of sex are abolished. Women diews up as
men, the men dress up us women, We dis-
card our selves; we wear masks, 10 s also a
world of grotesque and parody. It is a world
ol mock obscenity, mock abuse, mock blas-
phiemy."

If the function of the rational intellect is
to separate things in order to dilferentiate
among them, the irational impulse at the
core of the hippy culture intends 1o fuse
things and selves. This is what Rimbaud
attempted to do with the deveglement sys-
tématique de tous les sens, and also Aldous
Huxley, an even more obvious ancestor-
figire of the hippy culture, together with
Herbert Marcuse and Timothy Leary. With
the help of mescalin, Huxley obtained not
only a sharper perception of external ob-
jects, but, as he reports in The Doors of
Perception, he becume onc with them. Mor-
al problems, he writes, suddenly have no
meaning when we gain the “higher vision,”
and personal relationships cease having any
importance. The mundane world is tran-
scended.

“"We dae not pray o anyone up there,”
Leary used to intone at his psychedelic ral-
ties, “but to what is inside ourselves. Let us
reincarnate Jesus Christ, every one of us,
right now! Then we are all through with the
good and evil thing, and we will be reborn.”
Go back to the world, he advised his dis-
ciples at the end of LSD ceremonies, and
free icfrom good and evil. Marcuse too, like
the Brethren of the Fiee Spirvit, suggests
that the "new men™ of the post-vevolution-
ary society will abolish the compulsory and
pitinful character ol work by activating the
erogenous cones of the body: work will then
become  libidinal pleasure. (Reason and

L From Anden’s conference in Stockbolm,
sponsored hy the Nolel Foundation.

1569,
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Revolution ). Concentrution on genital sex-
nadity, writes Norman Brown also, is un-
natural and the creator of neuroses in the
human ego.s Enjoyment, in other wortds,
should not pass through the mind; it should
be an inmediate. animal experience. Be-
yond cnjosment, as also hevond good and
evil, there looms Paradise, the home of past
and modern Elect. “Lhomme est vy dien
en flewr” asserts Roger Garaudy, summariz-
ing the Elect's expectattons.

T is now time to examine the differences

between the various past manifestations
ol gnostic, millenial and utopian scets and
the hippy culture of the present. We should
not be surprised to see that the dillerences
are not detected in the ideological content
orin the life-style: they are derived from ex-
ternal clrcumstances.

During much of the two thousand years
of the Christian era the activities of millen-
nial sects were severely curtailed by eccles:
iastical and secular authority. This cunnot
surprise us when we find that the Brethren
of the Free Spirit, Dolcino’s Apostles, the
Ranters, etc. iniended to set up not mere
communes, bur a veritable counter-Chris-
tianity (as we say today “counter-culture™),
demying one by one every pmrt of the
Church’s weaching and society’s raison d’étre.
The repression was severe, whether in Cath-
olic Eurepe or in Protestant England, and
it encompassed even the Catharist cult in
13th century Provence although this creed
permeated the entire culture of a large arca.

‘The efiicacy of measures against such sects
is much lower when they pursue their ae-
tivities in a pluralist socicty in which a
multiplicity of creeds and ideologies is tole-
rated. Such « society was, for example, the
Lute Roman Empire where the tormalistic
and purcly external cult of the Emperor
was all that remained of official religion.
The gnostic sects, i consequence, knew a
period of extracrdinary expansion, they
converted each other's candidates to initia-

5. This is a reversal of the process Freud claims
takes place in carly childhood. The child's body
is indistinetly erogenous, Frewd holds, and with
the advance of his training he gradually concen-
trates on his Fenitalia,

tion, quarreled arnong themselves, and gen-
erally acted like ideological movements do
in our own time. It is interesting to read
what Irueneus said i the sccond century,
AD. about them in his work against here-
tics, "Every day cach one produces some
novelty, for no onc is considered “perfect”
amontg them who does not propose a great
lic. Since they disagree with one another,
and the more recent converts pretend to find
something new every day and to produce
what no one ever thought of, it is difficult
to describe the opinions of each.”

Western society today is also pluralist in
the sanie sense as the Roman Empire was
trom the third century on, In fact, it is more
so since in addition to cultural pluralism,
the prevailing economic systems promote
an unlimited multiplication of industrial
production and consurier demands  for
goods and services, Such a convergence of
cultural and economic life is certainly new,
and thus it is no wonder that much of the
counter-culture is inmediately absorbed by
society’s official channels, whether through
the communications media or through the
advertising and distribution of consumer
goods.

The question we must ask is then the
following: can this absorption be complete,
is society able to assimilate endlessly the
many counter-cujtures engendered in its
entrails» American society seems to have
given its answer in the positive. American
opinion-leaders, confident in a pluralist
stricture which hus assimilated in the past
all kinds of minorttes, races. creeds, scects
and ideologies, think that counter-culuure
poses no different problem. Instead of re-
pression or curtailment, politicians, busi-
nessmen, media-men and. last but not least,
educational officials have begun to adjust
their programmes and (boals.
advertisements, editorials, art lormat, fash-
ion. school curriculum, ete) to what they
regard as the irresistible demands of the
counter-culture. Ultimately they intend to
domesticate, articulate and officialize these
demands, and meanwhile to draw certain
tangible benefits from them i terms of sales
in business and popularity in politics,

activitics
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At this point it may be difficult ro predict
whether this approach will prove suceesstul.
We witness the interpenetration of the man-
ifest culture and counter-culture, the visible
signs of which, however, seem 1o favor the
latter. In the eves of society's leaders and
decision-makers the outcome must be the
strengthening of plurality; they only see a
culture-creating mechanism at work, sup-
posed to renew the old structures by exert-
ing its influence openly. They fail to see
that the counter-culture may not be a social-
ly positive phenomenon, and that in fact it
chooses 10 remain essentially underground,
its nataral milieu. Society may watch,
amused, its expressions which seem original
because they are juxtaposed with the nor-
mal rhvihms and processes of daily existence:
incongruity appears then as originality, But
the expressions of counter-culture do not an-
nounce @ genuine interruption and velax-
ation of normal existence: the member of
the counter-culture lives in an cternal pres-
ent permeitted by pleasure, mostly sharp
sexual enjoyment. This is also what an em-
phasis en “youth” indicates: gnostic sects
always need an elect class, and what we see
today is simply this need parasitically at-
tached o the officially encouraged and ex-
ploited cult of youth.

Youth cult is also the eult of play, and
there again the socicty which extols leisure,
indirectly invites all to join the carnival.
Thus play-time and soclally active time
intersect and become indistinguishable: the
youth-cult imperceptibly merges with the
cult of the homosexual (the “gay people™),
the woman-liberator, the sex-educated kin-

dergarten; sensitivity training offered in
schoals and churches moves onto the stage
and becomes the play Hair where sexual ac-
tions are indiscriminately directed at men
and women, according (o mere proximity,
Even the preoccupation with  ecological
problems moves in the twilight zone of the
counter-tulture: New York's “earth people”
on “earth day " re-enact ancient rites, propiti-
ating, as it were, the disturbed spirits of fer-
tility. Similarly, the “greening of America”
(Charles Reiclrs fashionable thesis) means
society’s reduction 1o elemental parasivism,
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not the aeation of quict places of rest and
aesthetic harmony, Reidi's “consciousness
HL" rvepresented by hedonists and <drop-
outs, encotrages individual eccentricity and
the primacy ol sensuousness over duty, but
since it replaces temporarily the campus
arsonist with the bum, it is welcomed by
callege presidents.

In sum, official acceptance does not neu-
tratize the counterculture, and the latter
may have long-range effects on rational dis-
course and decent conduct, Professor Arn-
old Tibbetts veports that in American col-
leges one can now identify students whose
“thinking, speaking and writing shows lack
of concern with 1vason, logic and honest
argument. They lack skepticism, and swal-
low any gencralization on any subject. . . .
They are their own authorities.”* Many pro-
fessors also think that “the best for the stu-
dent is to express himself through a vague,
disordered spilling out of emotions.”
(Idem). Professors themselves increasingly
use obscenities in cluss and make pro-
nouncements about the “paroxysm of truth”
and “cosmic orgasin.” Finally, the counter-
culture achieves total vespectability with
Professor MclLuhan who indicts traditional
education as “linear detachment” with “uni-
form sequential patterns” (in other words,
organized learning) which “snatches the TV
child away from in-depth involvement in
the inclusive womb of television,”? One
mayv say that this iy merely academically
conceited contemporary jargon; it is note-
worthy, however, in its contempt for ana-
Iytic reason and the predilection for Fusion-
ist terms intended to dissolve the individual.

HAT is the over-all significance of

the counter-culture in Western so-
cieties? Historiar of religion, Mircea Eliade
foremost among them, speak of great myths
that sustain a community's self-identity and
self-valuation for many centuries, but which
when the uuth behind

become  Veoarse”

To Encourage Reason on {ampus,” American
Association of University Professors, Bulietin,
Winter 1968, p. 468,

7. Marshall Mchuhan, Understanding Media (New
York: McGraw Hill, 1064),
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them is no longer believed. The myth turns
first into an allegory (this is why Plato op-
posed its inclusion in the education of
vouthy, later im0 a counter-myth, Wha
happens is that, as Martin Buber writes,
“the mage-making power of the lhuman
heart declines, so that the spiritval pupil
can no longer ¢awch o glimpse of the appear-
ance of the Absolute. False absolutes rule
over the soul, which is no longer able to
put them to flight through the image of the
true,''s

From the statements macle by hippies and
their academic and journalistic cohorts we
mav reach the same conclusion. It appears
that a rationalistic civilization has foreed
the “image-making power” underground
and has compelled several generations to
replace the “true story” (Plato’s alethes
logos) with a false one. Reality is no longer
perceived because science, technology and
the contending ideologies have created what
various writers call a second reality. Oh-

8. Martin Buber, “Oun the Suspension of the Eth-
ical” in Eclipse of God (New York: Havper and
Row, 1952}, p. 119,

scurcly, the hippy, like the ancient Gnostic,
pereeives this discrepancy, or, to be more
accurate, his culture is the symptom of the
shift in reality, He becomes alienated, with
uncertain loyalties. They key word in gnos-
tic technical language, H. C. Puech remarks,
was the “other,” the alien, the allogenes:
The Gnostic’s decisive revelation was that
he did not belong to the world but was born
and came [rom elsewhere.®

It is admittedly difficult to have a dis
passionate  view of the counter-culture
when it engenders such monstrosities as
Charles Manson’s “family” of murderers,
recently tried in Los Angeles. And it is just
as dificult to find the correct standard of
judgment regarding the entire hippy phe-
nomenon, It would certainly be loolish to
evaluate it exclusively with sociological or
cconomic vardsticks, nor does it belong to
the psychoanalyst’s couch. The history of
“counter-cultures” shows, however, that
they appear al times of deep crisis and
civilizational decline.

9. Annuaire du College de France (1956), p. 194.
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