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WILD IN THE STREETS: The Youth Counterculture, 1968-1972 

 

The cybernetic age entails a change in our frame of reference, man. The traditional spatio-
temporal concepts are inadequate.. The digital computer is easing us into the electronic / 
automotive age just as the steam engine pivoted us into the industrial revolution. In those days it 
was gin. It flowed like water. Kids were suckled on it, societies campaigned against it. Now it’s 
acid. LSD is for us what gin was for the Victorians. It lubricates our acceptance of the new age.  

HELL’S ANGEL PETE THE COYOTE, QUOTED IN PLAY POWER BY 
RICHARD NEVILLE, 1969  

Be realistic. Demand the impossible!  
SLOGAN OF FRANCE’S MAY 1968 REVOLUTIONARIES  

July 21, 1968: It’s a sunny day on the Boston Common Couples lie on the grass, the swan boats 
flutter in the pond, kids playing Frisbee and catch One big happy scene America the Beautiful. 
You can snap a neat Kodachrome in your mind and send it all over the world. A young girl with 
long hair, beads, and sandals winks at you and hands you a leaflet. “Last night on the Boston 
Commons the cops smashed our Be-in. They brought out the dogs They clubbed and tear-gassed 
us and arrested 65. Tonight we assemble again Don’t let the pigs take our park.... The streets 
belong to the people.” The girl moves on, handing out the leaflets in a very selective manner that 
looks ever so casual. A leaflet to a black couple. One hesitatingly for the Frisbee players. A 
leaflet and a hug for two longhair guys, one playing a flute About a fourth of the people in the 
area got leaflets. Comrades being gathered for the Second American Revolution No leaflets for 
the Tories The girl had ripped the Kodachrome in two The eyes blinked open and saw not one 
but two pictures. THEM-US... The girl and the two longhair guys are transformed, they are 
Crispus Attucks, they are kneeling praying in a Birmingham church when a bomb comes flying 
through the window. A heavy voice from behind me smirks up out of the leaflet and drawls, 
“Hey, boy, you people better not start anything tonight, we don’t like your kind in Boston” 
Yassuh, it was coon huntin’ season all over again. The United States of Mississippi had found 
themselves another nigger.  

ABBIE HOFFMAN  

They got the guns but we got the numbers / Gonna win yeah we’re taking over.  
JIM MORRISON, THE DOORS, 1968  

The exuberant youthful attacks on the cultural assumptions and political institutions of the Western world that surged 
through the early and mid-1960s did not fail to provoke the wrath of the establishment and the majority of the common 
citizenry. A detailed review of the repressive apparatus that was summoned against hippies, New Leftists, and especially 
Black Panthers would overwhelm this chapter. Suffice it to say that increasingly, cops were harassing, busting, and 
beating the rebels in droves. Daniel Foss recalled “selective and capricious enforcement of petty statutes; verbal 
intimidations; use of informers... intimidating surveillance... arbitrary searches and seizures; disbursing of informal street 
gatherings; clubbings; raiding of apartments and meeting places.” Outside of the more sophisticated urban and college 
towns where the countercultures dominated youth culture, rednecks and jocks could be counted on to pummel and, in a 
few cases, kill any kids courageous enough to wear peace buttons or long hair. Thus, the counterculture of the late 1960s 
was pushed (and, to be honest, pushed itself) into a reactive mode.  

In some ways, this wild period of countercultural and human history was the ultimate countercultural epoch. Vast 
numbers of young people screamed for liberation. Boundaries, borders, rulers, rules, static ideas were anathema. Rock 
star Janis Joplin subverted the very division of time into discrete units, cackling on a live album, “It’s all the same 
fuckin’ day, man!” and Graham Nash told Top Forty radio listeners that nation-states and their borders were illusions, 
singing at the immigration man, “I can’t toe your line today/I can’t see it anyway.” Abbie Hoffman, while he faced down 
prison and possible death in the streets because-quite frankly-he was trying to provoke some sort of overthrow of the 
system, could still say that the only movement he believed in was “dancing.”  



But at the same time, the (as of 1969) pretty much completely merged hippie and New Left scenes-the hip left-lost track 
of some of its creative, expansive impetus as it narrowed itself down into an assaultive weapon against both real and 
perceived enemies. On the plus side, the hip left tried to bridge the gap between those who privileged the head: “change 
yourself”; and those who privileged their social ideals: “change the world.” Why shouldn’t both aspects of humanness be 
cranked up to 11? Why not a whole revolutionary human? Leary piped in with one of his typical aphorisms : “Revolution 
without revelation is tyranny. Revelation without revolution is slavery.”  

Ideals aside, things got pretty ugly, and some markedly authoritarian tropes sometimes mingled with their most extreme 
opposite. 

COUNTERREVOLUTION 

By 1968, Timothy Leary had experienced a series of petty marijuana busts and, thanks to draconian laws, he was facing 
what basically amounted to a life sentence. One of the busts had been stage-managed by G. Gordon Liddy, at that time 
the prosecutor from Dutchess County (the location of Millbrook). President Nixon would be so impressed that Liddy 
would get a job in his White House. Leary kept smiling. Ken Kesey and members of the Grateful Dead faced marijuana 
charges. And in England, Mick Jagger, Brian Jones, Marianne Faithfull, Keith Richards, John Lennon, Yoko Ono, and 
George Harrison were all busted for trivial quantities of pot or hashish. On his way to jail, Jagger laughed and frolicked 
around in his handcuffs.  

While much of the repression was undoubtedly the natural response of macho law enforcers to provocations from 
weirdos and blacks, there was also a massive secret U.S. federal program getting under way to spy on, frame, and in at 
least one incident, assassinate radicals and/or hippies. Revealed later as the result of investigations related to Watergate, 
the program was called COINTELPRO, and eventually, as the Nixon administration assumed power, approximately a 
quarter of a million New Leftists, hippie leaders, and even liberal Democrats as well as rock stars and other popular 
entertainers would be subjected to a program of close FBI surveillance and infiltration. Additionally, Nixon would keep a 
private “enemies list” composed mainly of liberals and nearly all of his mainstream media critics. The list would be 
turned over to the IRS, who, undoubtedly, knew what to do.  

By early 1968, longhairs (and by now, the leftists looked pretty much indistinguishable from the freaks) in some areas 
were being subjected to near daily harassment from law enforcement. But since the counterculture was young, was still 
gaining momentum, and was frequently defended by respected intellectuals and enthusiastically mirrored by elements of 
the entertainment culture, the mood in the hip communities was cocky rather than intimidated. They knew that they were 
the future. Still, the severity of the reaction was creating a different dynamic. Among leftists, and even among some 
hippies, the new word was revolution... by any means necessary, and it grew from a whisper to a shout. 

GOT TO REVOLUTION  

Hey I’m dancing down the street / Got a revolution got to revolution. 
MARTY BALIN AND PAUL KANTNER, JEFFERSON AIRPLANE, 1969  

The first manifestation of this new attitude caught everyone by surprise. Young people in France had not taken to the 
psychedelic countercultural style to the extent that they did in America and England, but a substantial subculture of 
French students was leaning toward a peculiar set of leftwing anarchist memes not dissimilar to the Diggers’ vision of 
unmediated spontaneous relations. Still, they didn’t anticipate what happened in Paris during May 1968. It started with 
an attempt by the Paris police to shut down a meeting of students planning anti-Vietnam War protests under the excuse 
that right-wing extremists might attack the gathering. Much like the incident that set off the Free Speech Movement in 
Berkeley, the police intervention attracted a throng of students who surrounded their police vans. A pitched street battle 
followed during which the students fought every bit as tough and hard as the cops. In contrast to America, the French 
students’ willingness to stand up for their rights (which were, after all, simply to meet and plan a legal protest 
demonstration) resonated with the general public. Professors, university workers, and working-class militants joined an 
increasing number of students in street demonstrations against the repression that went on day after day, consistently 
increasing in size and scope. Finally, the Paris police decided to clear off the streets. The battle that followed left several 
hundred injured and France erupted.  

Across the entire nation, some ten million workers went out on strike. Many occupied and took control of their factories. 
They threw out the management and started holding the sorts of grassroots, democratic, decision-making meetings 
envisioned-but rarely practiced-by revolutionary communists, and the students at the Sorbonne University in Paris did 
the same. Middle-class and even wealthy French citizens came down from the suburbs bringing the strikers and 
demonstrators food and drink. This was, after all, about basic democratic rights.  



Radical anarchist memes spread almost as rapidly as the strike. Students and workers now didn’t just want their rights, or 
a new set of benefits and privileges. They started to talk about a new kind of society. They wanted Charles de Gaulle’s 
national government to surrender! Workers at auto factories chanted “People’s Government!” Protest signs started 
appearing all over France reading “All Power to the Imagination” and “Be Realistic. Demand the Impossible.” According 
to historian Iain Gunn,  

For the mass of workers and students the strike was not just about pay and conditions—it was 
about power.  

Work had stopped, factories were occupied, the TV was off, debate raged. People changed 
more in a few hours or a few days than they had in a lifetime. People who would have seen 
themselves as conservatives yesterday, now talked of revolution.  

On May 24th, de Gaulle addressed the nation on TV. Even by his own admission it was a flop 
He was the old man in charge of the old world.... At the height of the protest, the crowd 
ransacked and set fire to the Bourse, the Paris Stock Exchange building.  

After that revolution was truly in the air.... Strike committees were more and more taking 
over the functions of civil administration, joining together to form the embryo of an 
alternative system of government. Dual power existed.  

Eventually, the “French Revolution” of 1968 was dissipated by a combination of forces. About a million hard-core right-
wingers, including many neo-Nazis, took to the streets in counterrevolution. And the French Communist Party stepped in 
to arrange a compromise that granted workers the usual concessions: higher wages, longer holidays, greater benefits.  

Needless to say, the French establishment would never again try to stop students from holding meetings or legitimate 
protests.  

That same month, all eyes in America were on the college campuses as student revolt turned militant. At Columbia 
University, SDS led a group of students and freaks in the occupation of the administration building (and eventually 
several others). The action was nominally about university plans to build a gymnasium in a park that was used by poor 
blacks, and university connections to the Vietnam War machine. But all that was really just an excuse. A group of young 
white radicals had simply chosen this as the moment to trumpet their revolutionary intentions. The radicals’ tactics 
alienated the majority of Columbia students until the New York City police converted them by employing excess 
brutality in removing the occupiers. The entire university went out on strike for the rest of the school year. Final exams 
were canceled. And radical “vandalism” paid off. Rifling through the school bureaucracy’s papers, the radicals 
uncovered evidence that the university was indeed involved in classified war research. The evidence was published in a 
New York underground newspaper, Rat.  

With this and other radical actions, SDS’s fortunes surged. According to William L. O’Neill, by the end of 1968 there 
were about four hundred chapters and nearly 100,000 members. The SDSer who had led the Columbia revolt, Mark 
Rudd, got his fifteen minutes of fame. He toured college campuses, screeching obscenity-filled invectives against the 
war, racism, and authority (particularly as represented by college administrators) to auditoriums packed with cheering 
students.  

And then it was on to Chicago for the Democratic National Convention.  

ABBIE’S APOCALYPSE  

The revolution is wherever my boots touch the ground.  
ABBIE HOFFMAN  

Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, along with Abbie’s wife, Anita, and Realist publisher Paul Krassner (he had earlier 
been a writer for Mad) started off the new year (1968) by dropping acid together and cementing their partnership in 
political pranks by forming a new organization, YIPPIE! It was, first of all, just the way it looks: an exclamation of 
irrepressible joy at being alive during such a promising and promiscuous time. It was also a moniker under which 
Hoffman, Rubin, and friends could draw media attention to their clever subversive pranks. And finally, it was the Youth 
International Party, an attempt to meld the New Left and hippie countercultures into a singular force. Having thrown 
money on Wall Street, exorcised the Pentagon, dumped soot in the lobby of Con Edison headquarters, and mailed 
Valentine cards with marijuana joints (paid for by Jimi Hendrix) to names chosen randomly from the NYC phone book, 
the Yippies had created a mythic résumé of disruption even before they took a name.  



Hoffman believed in media revolution. If activists created events that looked wild, sexy, and funny, the mass media 
wouldn’t be able to resist bringing attention to them. “Media is free,” he wrote. “Don’t buy ads. Make news.” It didn’t 
matter that the Yippies’ pranks would be relegated to the final segment that the national TV news used to save for a 
bizarre or amusing item that would leave their viewers, in Hoffman’s words, “happy as cows.” In fact, that was perfect. 
As Hoffman pointed out, TV commercials were always more dynamic than the shows. Yippie coverage would be 
“commercials for the revolution,” occupying just enough time to not become boring like the rest of the news. Young 
people would get the idea, and they would invent their own ways to prank the establishment to death. In Revolution for 
the Hell oflt, Hoffman wrote, “John Roche... once said that if Hitler had been captured in 1937, brought to Trafalgar 
Square, and had his pants pulled down, he could never have risen to power.” Pull down the system’s pants! This was the 
essence of the Yippie political strategy. Unfortunately, Roche’s observation is not necessarily correct.  

The Yippie big event for 1968 was a “Festival of Life” at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. It was to be 
an alternative to the festival of death being held by the Democratic Party, which was still managing the Vietnam War, 
and pushing their own peace advocates to the periphery of their nominating process despite the fact that the liberal peace 
candidates were winning primaries. (Antiwar candidates Robert Kennedy, Eugene McCarthy, and George McGovern got 
80 percent of the Democratic primary vote.)  

The Yippies were hardly an organization. They had one small rundown office in New York City with a single telephone, 
but Hoffman was a media darling, always quotable, always good copy. He organized the Chicago protests through both 
the mainstream media and the underground press. He spread rumors that perfectly separated the hip from the square. 
“We’re going to put LSD in the water supply.” “We’re going to get Yippie prostitutes to kidnap delegates and drive them 
to Michigan.” “We have a liquid spray called LACE. It’s related to LSD and it makes people take off their clothes and 
fuck.” (Two Yippie couples demonstrated its potency at a press conference.) “We will fuck on the beaches!” They 
announced that they were nominating a pig for president, and once it got elected, they were going to eat it. If you were 
under thirty, you recognized these claims as psychedelic put-ons. Even most of the mainstream media got it. But if you 
were a Chicago authority, your worst anxieties about the intentions of hippie radicals were being blatantly enunciated. 
Chicago’s police chief even stationed men around the city’s waterworks. Hoffman called him up to explain that it was 
technically impossible to saturate the water supply with LSD. “Come on. You must have at least one chemist who 
advises you.”  

After Mayor Richard Daley’s men refused to give the Yippies permission to sleep in Lincoln Park in downtown Chicago 
near the convention center, most of the musicians who had agreed to appear (including popular folksinger Judy Collins) 
canceled. Rolling Stone, still a voice of the counterculture at that time, told people not to go to Chicago. Original 
endorsers Timothy Leary and Allen Ginsberg recommended against participation (although Ginsberg went anyway, as 
did William Burroughs).  

The reticence of these former Festival of Life supporters was mirrored by the hip community. Things had been spooky 
since April 4, when the hero of the civil rights movement and modern American pacifism Dr. Martin Luther King had 
been assassinated. The ghettos exploded as never before. There were riots in 125 cities, forty-six people were killed, over 
twenty thousand were arrested, and more than fifty thousand federal troops and National Guardsmen were deployed.  

One man who helped to calm this ultimately self-destructive frenzy was Robert Kennedy, a recently announced candidate 
for the Democratic presidential nomination. Generally considered by most left-liberals as even more of a fraud than his 
older brother, Kennedy showed understanding, genuine emotion, and real courage in response to the terrible 
assassination of the civil rights hero. He appeared before mobs of African-Americans offering a ray of hope for a better 
deal in the near future. And then, two months later, Kennedy himself was shot dead at a celebration for his victory in the 
California Democratic primary.  

The counterculture shared an ominous mood with the rest of the nation. Most weren’t willing to follow Hoffman and 
Rubin into the apocalypse. Only about eight thousand protesters showed up for the “festival.” The event was, as Hoffman 
said, a perfect mess. The Chicago police started attacking demonstrators even before the curfew in Chicago’s Lincoln 
Park went into effect. It was, in the words of a commissioned government report issued afterward, a police riot. This 
New York Times slice of life captures the flavor of the entire four-day affair: “Even elderly bystanders were caught by 
the police onslaught. At one point the police turned on several dozen persons standing quietly behind police barriers in 
front of the Conrad Hilton Hotel watching the demonstrators across the street. For no reason that could be immediately 
determined, the blue-helmeted policemen charged the barriers, crushing the spectators against the windows of the 
Haymarket Inn, a restaurant in the hotel. Finally the windows gave way, sending screaming middle-aged women and 
children backward through the broken shards of glass. The police then ran into the restaurant and beat some of the 
victims who had fallen through the windows and arrested them.”  



Television coverage of the Democratic convention flipped back and forth between the convention hall and the violent 
chaos on the streets. The convention was itself full of rancor, as the peace Democrats protested their treatment by the 
Democratic establishment and expressed their outrage at the police riot outside. When Abraham Ribicoff suggested that 
if peace advocate George McGovern were being nominated for president instead of Lyndon Johnson’s vice president, 
Hubert Humphrey, “we wouldn’t be having Gestapo tactics on the streets of Chicago,” Mayor Richard Daley responded 
in perfect Gestapo fashion by calling Ribicoff a “Jew son of a bitch.” CBS news reporter Dan Rather was physically 
attacked by some of Daley’s thugs inside the convention hall. But aside from these sickly scenes, it was for the most part 
a typically boring political convention. Hoffman’s media theory was in practice. For every dreary half hour or so inside 
the hall, the TV cameras showed a couple of minutes of the battle in the streets, with cops beating wild-looking long-
haired people bloody and demonstrators chanting, “The whole world’s watching!” It was a different kind of “commercial 
for the revolution.” It wasn’t funny. It didn’t inspire pranks. It inspired rage.  

And when it was over, more than 50 percent of the American people said that they approved of the police actions. In the 
world of real politics, where revolution by the young was not going to happen today or the next day, the battle of 
Chicago accomplished only one thing for certain: it ensured the election of the law-and-order Republican, Richard 
Nixon.  

MOUTHING OFF  

We are forces of chaos and anarchy and we are very proud of ourselves.  
PAUL KANTNER, JEFFERSON AIRPLANE, 1969  

As Nixon took office at the beginning of 1969, the conditions for culture war and political conflict escalated, as did the 
war in Vietnam. The new president announced the “war on drugs” (the gift that just keeps giving), pushing through a 
“No Knock” law that allowed armed police to break into the homes of drug suspects without warning. (We take this for 
granted now, but it was previously customary for law enforcement officers to knock and announce that they had a search 
warrant.) Student and freak demonstrations became increasingly militant. Armed black students at Cornell took over the 
administration building. Most of their demands were met, and they emerged proudly waving their guns in the air. Hippies 
and students who took over an abandoned university parking lot in Berkeley to turn it into a “People’s Park” were met 
with the most severe police violence experienced by white radicals up until that point. And they fought back. The 
National Guard occupied the college town. It looked like a war zone. For days, cops, guardsmen, and freaks lobbed 
canisters of tear gas back and forth, and eventually the Guard opened fire with buckshot. Around fifty protesters were 
seriously injured and one young man, James Rector, was killed by a police bullet.  

Meanwhile the wild-in-the-streets spirit of rebel youth running riot was not limited to the U.S. (or France). In 1968-1969, 
there were major disruptions by long-haired, pot-smoking, rock and roll youth radicals in virtually every Western 
European nation, as well as Mexico, Japan, and communist Czechoslovakia. Even Mao Tse-tung’s terrible Cultural 
Revolution in China, in which he used restless youths to terrorize old bureaucrats and anyone still enamored of old (and 
therefore presumed axiomatically reactionary) Chinese cultural ways, seemed peculiarly related to the global youth 
insurgency.  

If the American hip left affiliation was becoming more militant on the streets, their actions were flat-out wimpy 
compared to their rhetoric. Across America (and, to a lesser extent, Europe), underground newspapers that used to be 
dedicated to rock, drugs, sex, peace, love, and mystical philosophy were telling people how to make Molotov cocktails 
and publishing pictures of freaks with guns. (The slogan was “Armed Love.”) The time was right for revolution, as Mick 
Jagger sang, and while the Rolling Stones’ song was meant to be ambiguous, the freak left was-at the very least-deluding 
themselves into believing actual armed revolution was nigh.  

For the white radicals, it was all really an extension of the same search for meaning that had guided their countercultures 
in the earlier part of the decade. Only now the attempt to locate their identities became bound up in a willingness to fight 
against the mainstream political forces, which had grown more hostile under Richard Nixon. Third World 
revolutionaries—Fidel Castro, Ho Chi Minh, Chairman Mao, and most of all the handsome, long-haired martyr Che 
Guevara—were romanticized as images of revolutionary success worthy of emulation. The fact that most of these men 
ran highly authoritarian regimes was buried beneath the alternative narrative, also true, that the Marxist icons had all 
been rebels in their youths, that they were poetic and visionary in their public expressions, and that their coercive 
measures seemed motivated more by a terrible rush to achieve the perfect communist utopia (we can help humanity once 
we get the people out of the way) than by the kind of bureaucratic opportunism that had made the Soviet model so 
unromantic.  

 



Great quantities of psychedelic drugs sure weren’t making very many people lose their egos. If anything, the chemical 
amplifiers just made the freak leftists envision themselves as the coolest primitive warriors defending the natural, 
spontaneous rhythms of nature and authentic life against the most evil robotic oppressors that the planet had ever seen, 
man. (I probably shouldn’t sneer at the “authentic humans versus brainwashed robotic conformists” trope, since it 
continues to delight in massively popular films like the Matrix trilogy, which are chock-full of countercultural 
observations.) In their manifesto, the Ann Arbor, Michigan-based freak-radicals, the White Panther Party, bragged: 
“Fuck God in the ass.... Our program of rock and roll, dope, and fucking in the streetsis a program of total freedom for 
everyone.... We breathe revolution. We are LSD-driven total maniacs in the universe.” An underground paper ran this 
self-impressed doggerel: “we were a community of crazie hogfarm-mother-fucker-street people acidhappy freaks 
stampeding down St. marks place, wearing our favorite costumes that jangled and fluttered color when we hugged each 
other, while we danced to drum rhythms on the cobblestones, we vaulted the cold turnstiles with fat joints in our mouths 
and visions in our heads and dancing drum beats in our heels... we came with the things that are part of our lives; our 
music, our dances, our bodies, our people, our dope, our acid, our food, our love.” (It would be another two and a half 
decades before Generation X taught the baby boom generation the value of self-deprecating humor.)  

Amidst all this intensity, there were still lighter currents. Underground comix by the likes of R. Crumb and Gilbert 
Shelton made corrosive fun of everybody, including the ultra-revolutionaries. The trippy Beatles movie Yellow 
Submarine, in which the multicolored world of the happy, music-loving people of Pepperland was attacked and rendered 
black and white by the joyless “Blue Meanies,” only to be saved by John Lennon and company to the tune of “All You 
Need Is Love,” had a decidedly larger fan base than the White Panthers’ “LSD-driven total maniacs of the universe.” 
Indeed, within the youth culture that the Yippies and White Panthers purported to represent, one was more likely to find 
supporters of Eugene McCarthy’s moderate antiwar campaign for the Democratic Party nomination-a position treated 
with contempt by the radicals.  

If, within the white freak revolution, real political struggle was secondary to ego identity, for the Black Panthers, out of 
necessity, the priorities were reversed. Not that Huey Newton, Eldridge Cleaver, and Bobby Seale didn’t get off on their 
rock-star-sized reputations; they did. But they were dealing with harder repression and harsher realities than the white 
kids could ever dream of provoking. Huey Newton was out on bail facing murder charges for his shootout with the white 
police officer in Oakland. Eldridge Cleaver had also gotten into an armed exchange with the Oakland police, and Bobby 
Seale was bound and gagged by Judge Julius Hoffman at the trial of the Chicago Eight, in which seven white radicals, 
including Tom Hayden, Abbie Hoffman, and Jerry Rubin, plus Seale were put on trial for conspiring to create havoc at 
the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago.  

As revealed by the Church Committee hearings in 1975 and later Freedom of Information Act releases, J. Edgar 
Hoover’s top sixties obsession was with preventing the rise of black political leadership, and he became focused on 
closing down the Black Panthers, who had become folk heroes to ghetto blacks. The great brunt of the FBI’s 
COINTELPRO program was directed at the Panthers. All chapters were heavily infiltrated by agents who tried (with 
some success) to get them to engage in acts of illegal violence. Fake letters were sent from one Panther to another to 
(successfully) provoke internal fighting. Dozens of parry members were framed, and at least two, Fred Hampton and 
Mark Clark, were murdered in cold blood by the Chicago police while they slept.  

Fred Hampton, leader of the Chicago Black Panther Party chapter, was particularly loved by his community, which made 
him into a “King”-sized threat in the eyes of the FBI. Along with their militant stance against “the pigs,” the Panthers’ 
main attraction was constructive: a group of programs, partly inspired by the Diggers, designed to serve the needs of their 
neighborhoods. They served a free daily breakfast for school kids, started medical clinics, and set up pest control 
services. An eloquent, warm personality, Hampton particularly focused his chapter’s energies on these more positive 
manifestations of the Black Panther ideas.  

The leaders of the dominant Oakland chapter, on the other hand, were enamored of the same sort of ultra-revolutionary 
rhetorical exaggerations engaged in by the freak left. Indeed, the Oakland Panthers were very much a part of a Bay Area 
counterculture triangle that included the radical freaks of San Francisco and the freaky radicals of Berkeley. Eldridge 
Cleaver, a prodigious pot smoker who had been an editor at the hip white left’s most commercial magazine, Ramparts, 
before joining the Panthers, was a frequent presence on the hippie-Yippie scene. According to Martin Lee, “Cleaver, 
[Panther] Minister of Information... offered to make an alliance with... the Yippies. ‘Eldridge wanted a coalition between 
the Panthers and psychedelic street activists,’ Rubin explained. So they got together, smoked a lot of grass, and 
composed a `joint’ manifesto called the Panther-Yippie Pipe Dream. `Into the streets!’ Cleaver proclaimed. `Let us join 
together with all those souls in Babylon who are straining for the birth of a new day. A revolutionary generation is on the 
scene.... Disenchanted, alienated white youth, the hippies, the yippies and all the unnamed dropouts from the white man’s 
burden, are our allies in this cause.  



In organizational terms, it didn’t mean much. In fact, Huey Newton considered Cleaver a bit of a loose cannon, and was 
probably less than thrilled at the Panther representative getting righteously baked and signing treaties in the name of his 
organization, but the Yippies were chuffed. In fact, most members of the freak left soon decided that the Black Panther 
Party was the “vanguard of the revolution.” Huey Newton agreed. He appointed himself the “Supreme Commander of 
the People” and generated an iconography around himself that mimicked Mao.  

This whole peculiar relationship between the revolutionary fantasies of the white radicals and the harsh fantasy-meets-
reality of the Black Panthers was parodied in the mid-1970s on a National Lampoon album called Lemmings, in which 
the Marin County-based leftist folksinger Joan Baez is parodied singing “Pull the triggers, niggers/We’re with you all the 
way/ Just across the bay.” Meanwhile, in the 1990s, some historians characterized the Black Panthers as having been 
essentially a criminal gang. Others have defended them as beleaguered-but-brilliant progressives who made some serious 
mistakes under incomprehensible pressure and went through some major character distortions once it became clear that 
they weren’t going to be the vanguard leadership of a new revolutionary United States. The truth, I suspect, is in between 
these two views. Alternatively, both visions may be completely accurate, making the Panthers prime exemplars of 
people’s ability to contain vastly contradictory attributes.  

Adding to the violent turn, by the end of the decade most of the U.S. soldiers in Vietnam had adopted countercultural 
attitudes. They opposed the war and didn’t much care for ordinary authoritarian military procedures. They smoked pot, 
and many took LSD to try to make sense out of chaos in the Vietnam jungle. Quite a few, in the midst of the misery of 
the war, also succumbed to the very strong Vietnamese heroin that was easy to secure from the criminal types who 
surrounded the regime they were there to defend. They listened to psychedelic rock music and wore protest buttons on 
their uniforms. And with increasing frequency, they were “fragging “ their officers (killing them). 

WE DON’T NEED A WEATHERMAN. IN FACT, WE DON’T NEED MEN!  

By the spring of 1969, the majority of Americans opposed the war, but they disliked the freak-left that was starting to 
dominate leadership of the antiwar movement even more. Meanwhile, the youth, college students particularly-though 
they still viewed the hard-core freak-left counterculture and its acid apocalypse rhetoric with a certain trepidation-were 
inching further leftward. The conviction of the Chicago Seven (Bobby Seale had been removed from the trial by the 
judge) for conspiracy, an absurd legal construct ruled over by the wacky, clearly biased (later confirmed by FOIA 
documents) judge, Julius Hoffman, touched off massive riots on dozens of college campuses. (Ironically, the guy who 
actually caused the most trouble in Chicago, Abbie Hoffman, received the lightest sentence. The judge was charmed, 
unable to resist laughing at his comic testimony and courtroom antics.) So while the average long-haired kid was more 
likely to have a poster of Peter Fonda-giving the world the finger in Easy Rider-than a poster of Che on his wall, the 
possibilities for some sort of an effective mass youth political revolt were high. But the very moment they might have 
mounted sufficient force to bring about social change, the political radicals who had the organizational skills to lead the 
movement had gone over the edge, hallucinating that they were on the verge of an armed revolution against the most 
powerful and heavily armed government in human history.  

This self-destructive direction of the New Left leadership came to a head when SDS met for its national convention in 
June 1969. Three factions waved Mao’s “little red book” at each other and fought for control of the organization. The 
rhetoric was getting ever more bizarre. Two of the three factions concluded that the American people, even the protest 
movement kids, were “the enemy” because they weren’t ready to rise up in revolution against racism and imperialism in 
Vietnam. One group, which controlled the national organization and had the mighty endorsement of the Black Panthers 
on their side, decided to ditch SDS, instead calling themselves Revolutionary Youth Movement (RYM). They declared 
their new slogan: “Bring the War Home!” Another faction tried to one-up them by mutating the Chairman Mao aphorism 
“Serve the People” into a more hostile slogan directed against their fellow whites: “Serve the People Shit!” They cleverly 
named themselves Revolutionary Youth Movement II (RYM II) and drifted off into relative obscurity. (The basic 
organization still exists today, under the moniker Revolutionary Communist Party. They have a rather large bookstore in 
a commercially viable section of Berkeley.) The third group, the disciplined cadre of a very straight Maoist cabal called 
the Progressive Labor Party, actually won the vote to lead SDS, but drifted off into complete obscurity. SDS was dead.  

Revolutionary Youth Movement, the First, also gave themselves a nickname, taken from lyrics in a snarling youth-
alienation Bob Dylan rocker from 1965 called “Subterranean Homesick Blues.” They called themselves the Weathermen. 
In October 1969, the Weathermen (having dropped the RYM) started “bringing the war home” by going to Chicago for 
“Days of Rage.” It wasn’t a demonstration per se; it had no theme or set of demands, although it was understood that 
they were taking vengeance for the summer 1968 police riot. Chicago conspiracy trial convict Tom Hayden showed up to 
give them a quick little cheerleader speech before beating a hasty retreat. Approximately four hundred Weathermen 
(Weatherpeople, actually, but the women hadn’t had their “consciousness raised” yet) wearing helmets and other 
protective gear and armed with baseball bats and other implements of violence rampaged through the commercial section 



of Chicago’s wealthiest district smashing windows and cars and fighting with the police. Over fifty police officers and 
nearly half the Weathermen participants were hospitalized. Even the Black Panthers were appalled at the pointless idiocy 
of the action, labeling it “Custerism.” Shortly thereafter, the Weathermen went underground and graduated to bombs, 
although in their first attempt at bomb making three “urban guerrillas” only succeeded in blowing themselves up. Taking 
this as a lesson learned, they turned toward “nonviolent” bombings. In these “symbolic actions,” they would bomb 
buildings, mostly housing U.S. military institutions and war contractors, but they would first phone in a warning so that 
no human beings would get killed or hurt. Indeed, no one after that point was killed or even injured by the Weather 
Underground. (Yes, the name was finally changed.) One symbolic bomb actually went off in the Capitol Building. A lot 
of people actually cheered that one. Such was the temper of the times.  

The way the Weather Underground used drugs and sex to solidify their group identity was, in some ways, even weirder 
than their political strategies. Within the countercultural ideal of the age, drugs and sex were catalysts and contexts 
within which individuals could expand and therefore liberate themselves from narrow psychological precepts. They were 
ways to affirm the rights of individuals, couples, and small groups to have and share pleasures and visionary states that 
were presumed to be vouchsafed only to the privileged, the brilliant, and/or the damned, and therefore ways to separate 
from-or rebel against-the dreariness of quasi-responsible bourgeois life. Under more ordinary, less exultant 
circumstances, the use of drugs and sex could be reduced to mere peer pressure. And at the low end of this hierarchy of 
mind-blown eroticism, peer pressure could spill over into something that borders on psychic-or indeed even physical-
rape. Additionally, these deeply intense and unpredictable experiences could turn in on the intentions of users, producing 
an abnegation of the self in which the once hopeful voyager found herself utterly emptied and unmoored.  

The Weatherpeople used drugs and sex in nearly all these ways. For the Weather Underground, drug and sex experiences 
were like training exercises for psychedelic, armed guerrilla war. Acid trips were ordered by the leadership. They 
initiated frequent organized sessions in which Weatherpeople would probe their own and each other’s weaknesses and 
their depth of commitment to the Revolution. Stripped of all categories and boundaries on high dose experiences, rather 
than abandoning politics for a float in the cosmic realm, the Weathermen would experience the “primitive” warrior 
within-that aspect of the human spirit, or perhaps that part of the genetic program, that is geared toward warfare in its 
nonalienated, pre-technological sense. All-night war whoops were their version of the hippies’ “Om.” 

Monogamous relationships were verboten. Orgies were mandatory. One could, we suppose, argue that these tactics were 
not so different from the ones used by Sufi masters to tease their followers out of their psychic slumbers into full 
awakeness. But the Weatherpeople’s self-shock training was more a peculiar psychedelic reframing of the Stalinist 
notion of “reeducation “ and was aimed toward a strategy for social change.  

Divisions within the political counterculture were greatly amplified when women activists realized that the men were 
creeps. Throughout the 1960s, most women in the New Left culture were treated as second-class citizens, left out of 
decision-making discussions (beautiful Weatherwoman powerhouse Bernardine Dohrn was an exception), relegated to 
making coffee and mimeographing leaflets, while men took the glamorous macho public stances. But the women had 
gone into the streets at public protests and gotten their heads cracked just like the men. Within the hippie culture, it was 
even worse. In hippie vernacular, men commonly referred to their female partners as their “old ladies,” and called the 
practice of multiple partnership “sharing the women”-as if the women in question were commodities instead of active 
participants. Domestic division of labor between the sexes tended to follow traditional lines, and the recognized leaders 
of the movement were exclusively male.  

In 1969, the women revolted. Tactics that the freak radicals had used against “the man” were employed by radical 
women against the men. Movement offices and underground newspapers like Rat were occupied and their male 
publishers and editors were declared “pigs.” Particularly within the hard-core “revolutionary” movement, things were 
seriously hostile. For the most part, the men, being earnest leftists, immediately saw that the women were right and 
moved to correct the imbalance. But nothing seemed to stanch the flow of rage. As with the black activists of the mid-
1960s, the avant-garde of the women’s movement called for a complete separation from the New Left men.  

Robin Morgan’s statement “Goodbye to All That” (“Goodbye, goodbye forever, counterfeit Left... male-dominated 
cracked-glassed-mirror reflection of the Amerikan nightmare”), published in virtually every underground newspaper 
across the land in 1970, sounded the radical feminists ‘ battle cry. Many movement women abruptly ended their 
relationships and even marriages with men, and tried to live in a women-only world. Some feminist theorists declared 
that all male sexuality was, ín essence, imperialist rape-the penis, a penetrative implement, invaded women’s bodies and 
colonized them through pregnancy.  

It was a well-deserved kick in the ass, but if it was going to be difficult for a gang of stoners to fight a revolution against 
the planet’s greatest empire before, it wasn’t going to be any easier with half of the movement at war with the other half. 



Also, one of the things that had attracted so many people to the movement during the 1960s was that it was one of the 
few places in American culture where people weren’t uptight about sexuality. Throughout the ribald, libertine 1970s, as 
feminist hostility toward male sexuality held firm, the left became one of the few places in American society where 
people were uptight about sexuality.  

On June 27, 1969, the sex wars moved into new territory when police raided a gay bar in Greenwich Village. 
Homosexual activities were still illegal, so gays were subjected to constant harassment and even imprisonment merely 
for being sexually active. On that day, the gays said “enough” and a riot erupted. People from all over New York’s 
Christopher Street gay community converged in front of the Stonewall Inn to fight the police and a tactical riot squad. 
The revolt initiated a new era, as gay liberation organizations formed and asserted their rights to “come out of the closet” 
and into the open as human beings as deserving of rights as everybody else. Once again, the almost entirely heterosexual 
leaders of the New Left were slammed by a rising oppressed group. Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, White Panther leader 
John Sinclair, Stokely Carmichael, and the Weatherpeople were all singled out for homophobic statements or macho 
attitudes. Once again, they confessed that they had been wrong, but it was no secret that the leadership of “the 
revolution” felt wounded and tired-bruised and battered-from within.  

Meanwhile, over in England, the heralds of the new world, the bards of the generation, were also fighting amongst 
themselves. The Beatles too were breaking up. Even the different paths they took as they split off mirrored divergences 
within the counterculture as the 1960s gave way to the 1970s. John went to America to join the Yippies. George went off 
shopping for spiritual gurus. Paul went back to nature. And Ringo partied like there was no tomorrow.  

PEACE GETS A CHANCE  

As the avant-garde of the youth culture was getting all set to suicide itself in a revolutionary fantasy, the kids en masse 
showed the world that they were still alright when they packed into a field just outside Woodstock, New York, for “three 
days of peace and music.” Rock culture, the musicians, and most of their fans were living out a whole different narrative 
from the hard-core dropouts and the militants. Since the early days of the Family Dog, psychedelic rock had evolved 
internationally into a consciously countercultural global language, speaking to a growing if ill-defined sense of 
generational unity around expanded liberties, free sexuality, psychedelic drugs, and general rebelliousness. Rock was 
also a vast, successful commercial enterprise, and rock musicians were contracted with large media corporations who 
advertised and distributed their messages, frequently with great wit and skill thanks to the “corporate house hippies” the 
companies hired to keep them clued in. Large rock concerts, now a daily fact of life even in relatively small cities all 
over the world, mimicked the Dionysian feelings of the early “acid test” Trips Festivals and Family Dog happenings with 
light shows, free-form dancing, and lots of psychedelic drugs distributed by-and among-the audience members 
themselves. But these shows were also different. Fans had to pass through the turnstiles and pay some serious money, 
and when the show was over, they were ushered back out into the night by the frequently harsh employees of the show 
promoters. One moment, one felt like a blissful spirit breaking all the surly bonds of earthly adversity, and the next, one 
was being herded cowlike toward the realities outside.  

Popular rock musicians, while they were nowhere near as business savvy and (therefore) wealthy as they are today, lived 
comfortably while pursuing many of the same obsessions-drugs, sex, alternative philosophies-as the freaks on the street. 
The rock stars were in a position to have their cake and revolt against it too. Keith Richards told Rolling Stone that if 
there was actually a revolution, he and Mick would be right there on the barricades, but there wasn’t going to be a 
revolution-a convenient excuse as well as an astute observation. Meanwhile, most of the rock musicians were still 
speaking the language of peace and love.  

More than underground newspapers, more than political speeches at demonstrations, more than cosmic gurus, the sound 
that was near-constantly in the ears of the great mass of America’s counterculturally inclined youths came from their 
stereos. For the most part, the popular bands provided an island of sanity and ambiguity where the battle lines were not 
so clearly drawn. David Crosby, Stephen Stills, Graham Nash, Joni Mitchell, and others formed a laid-back hippie scene 
in Los Angeles where peace and romantic love were still the watchwords. The British bands, particularly the Beatles and 
the Rolling Stones, supplied a sense of irony that was almost entirely missing on the hyper-earnest American baby 
boomer scene, as manifested in songs like “Sexy Sadie,” “Blue Jay Way,” and “Salt of the Earth.” Frank Zappa, probably 
the most didactically explicit anti-authoritarian rock star of the time, pointed his ferocious satire equally at politicians, 
militarists, hippies, their confused parents, and leftists, and refused to become part of the drug scene. The Grateful Dead 
ignored the revolution in favor of narratives about adventurous life and cosmic insights. Most of the fans, also, had not 
completely turned their backs on the better gifts that everyday life held. After all, when there is only rage against the 
machine and the extremes of hallucinatory consciousness, what becomes of relational romance, learning, children, 
science, good food, fiction, sports, invention: all the good stuff that comes with ordinary humanness?  



The not so desperately hip masses were a sort of “silent majority” (Nixon’s term for his supporters) within the 
counterculture, difficult to historicize because they didn’t make as much noise as the radical spokes-people. But there 
they were in Bethel, New York, having a great big peaceful party. The rock revelers and the citizens of upstate New 
York treated one another with mutual kindness. Even the U.S. Army pitched in with food and supplies so that people 
frolicking naked in the mud high on acid could eat and drink and have medicine. For one brief moment good vibes had 
the day. Time, Newsweek, the New York Times, and other mainstream media outlets across the nation ignored the 
massive transgressing of drug laws to praise the half a million young people who had remained peaceful and happy 
despite the rain and the insufficient food.  

Time magazine chirped that Woodstock “may well rank as one of the significant political and sociological events of the 
age.... The revolution it preaches, implicitly or explicitly, is essentially moral; it is the proclamation of a new set of 
values.... With a surprising ease and a cool sense of authority, the children of plenty have voiced an intention to live by a 
different ethical standard than their parents accepted. The pleasure principle has been elevated over the Puritan ethic of 
work. To do one’s own thing is a greater duty than to be a useful citizen. Personal freedom in the midst of squalor is 
more liberating than social conformity with the trappings of wealth. Now that youth takes abundance for granted, it can 
afford to reject materialism.” 

The high coming out of Woodstock during the summer of 1969 even cooled the freak-left down a bit. Abbie Hoffman, 
who, freaking out on acid, climbed the stage during the Who’s performance to deliver a political harangue, only to be 
bonked on the head with a guitar by Pete Townshend (each would later say the other one was in the right; Townshend 
said he should have been more politically aware, and Abbie admitted he was behaving like a jerk), pulled through his 
bummer filled with love for the potential of the “Woodstock Nation.” With similar visions of a potential alternative 
society in mind, many denizens of the freak-left began emphasizing the building of alternative institutions within hip 
communities over confrontation, and some even went off to form farming communes in the country.  

A BANG AND A WHIMPER  

One person who wasn’t picking up on the groovy new vibe sat in the Oval Office. On April 30, 1970, Richard Nixon 
expanded the war by sending twenty thousand U.S. troops into Cambodia.  

Instantly college campuses and hip communities all across the country went nuts. Over the next few days, the size and 
militancy of protests were a quantum leap beyond anything the antiwar movement had seen. Army recruiting centers and 
other war-related sites were under siege. High school and even junior high school students staged militant 
demonstrations, often in small American towns where they’d never seen anything more controversial than the irreverent, 
antiwar Smothers Brothers on TV. Even middleclass liberals from the older generation turned out for protests with their 
fists waving in the air. Several ROTC buildings were burned to the ground or blown up by antiwar militants, including 
one on the college campus at Kent State University, in Ohio, where the National Guard was called in to respond. On May 
4, 1970, students and guardsmen squared off. It was a by now familiar ritual as the opposing forces tossed tear gas 
canisters back and forth at each other. Then suddenly, the guardsmen knelt, aimed their rifles, and fired. Four protesters 
were shot dead.  

And so the size and militancy of the demonstrations and riots doubled again. Thousands of college campuses closed 
down for the remainder of the school year. Dozens of high schools went out on strike in protest, and in some cases, the 
teachers joined in. Around twenty more ROTC buildings burned to the ground. And within a few days of the shooting, 
the rock band Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young had a battle-cry song called “Ohio” blaring out of every Top Forty car 
radio in the country (“Got to get down to it/Soldiers are cutting us down”). For a brief moment, young people-students 
particularly-by the millions were sounding just like the freak-left, and talk about “the revolution” was everywhere.  

And then it was time for summer vacation.  

“The revolution” never quite returned. Perhaps over the long months of summer, people had a chance to slow down and 
really think about what had happened to those kids at Kent State, and the initial rage turned to fear. After all, the great 
masses of hip young people, while they hated the war and the overreactions of state authority, did not have the kind of 
dedication to total social change that the hard core of the counterculture did. And perhaps, when they momentarily turned 
their full attention toward “the revolution,” they discovered a leadership that was lost in the iconographic worship of 
Chairman Mao, Chairman Huey, Uncle Ho, and, in some cases, even the Manson Family. So, as Ken Kesey had said in 
another context, they “turned their backs and said `fuck it.’ “ Whatever the reason, as 1970 segued into 1971, students 
stopped attending protests in droves.  

 



Another dissipative factor was the fact that by the early 1970s, many-if not most-of the leading advocates of “the 
revolution” were in jail, on trial, or in exile. The language of the freak-left counterculture was spoken in terms of cities 
and numbers, the Chicago Seven, the New York Twenty-one, the Gainesville Eight, and bold imaginative slogans and 
declarations had long since been displaced by a list of people to free: “Free Huey,” “Free Angela [Davis],” “Free John 
Sinclair,” “Free Timothy Leary,” ad infinitum. In a rare, bitter 1974 political essay titled “The Outlaw Industry,” Leary 
wrote, “When all is said and done the culminating goal of most radical activism in this country is The Trial.” In Leary’s 
analysis, the real (if perhaps unconscious) goal of underground activities was fame, and the fortune that followed. The 
symbolic outlaw got the fame of martyrdom. The lawyers, biographers, and public advocates got reflected glory plus 
profit from this “outlaw industry.” Leary: “Like the movie and record business, the Outlaw Industry needs a continual 
supply of new faces and groups.” With revolution no longer in the air, long stretches of pointless misery lay in store for 
the prisoners and exiles who had gone too deep into the fantasy.  

Perversely, just as the spirit of revolution was starting to disintegrate, rock and roll’s two most powerful figures 
apparently decided to try to give it a boost. The eternally contrarian Bob Dylan had ignored the hippies and the New Left 
throughout the peak years from 1967 through 1970. Then in late 1971 he released a single that was a tribute to George 
Jackson, a Black Panther prisoner who had been shot in an alleged prison break attempt. Dylan sang, “He wouldn’t take 
shit from no one/He wouldn’t bow down or kneel.” It was a Top Forty radio hit, and while Dylan couldn’t restart “the 
revolution,” he was able to get the word shit played over the radio.  

While the song permeated the airwaves, Dylan trudged off to meet with Huey Newton and donate some of his profits 
from the tune. But Dylan and Newton argued over Israel versus Palestine, so there would be no “Panther-Dylan pact.”  

Meanwhile, that same year, John Lennon and Yoko Ono had started working and playing with Abbie Hoffman and Jerry 
Rubin in New York City. In the pages of Rolling Stone and elsewhere, Lennon endorsed “the revolution” that he had 
once rejected in a Beatles song, and performed benefit concerts for the Black Panthers and for John Sinclair, who had 
been given a ten-year sentence for giving two joints of marijuana to an undercover agent. Three days after the latter 
performance, Sinclair, who had been in prison for two and a half years, was set free.  

An ex-Beatle was a power to contend with but, for whatever reason, in 1971 an irreversible shift in youth consciousness 
had occurred. Even Lennon couldn’t rouse his millions of fans to get back into the protest movement. It was clearly time 
for a different strategy. The presidential election was coming up in 1972. If the counterculture couldn’t overthrow the 
government and make the world safe for rock, dope, and fucking in the streets, maybe it could take over the Democratic 
Party and change the system from within. The New Left’s long journey was finally leading it right back to where it 
started.  

The liberal antiwar candidate George McGovern swept the primaries. Much to his chagrin, Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, 
and Ed Sanders endorsed him for president. They wrote a popular book called Vote! to try to help bring in the youth vote 
(it was released too late to have any effect). After all the wild rhetoric, after all the riots and all the acid trips shedding 
every trace of bourgeois respectability, vast numbers of former “LSD-driven total maniacs of the universe” agreed “the 
revolution” was over: liberal Democrats were the last best hope.  

In sharp contrast to the Chicago convention, the 1972 Democratic convention had many Yippies inside. Abbie Hoffman 
was enthusiastically escorted inside the convention hall wearing a fake Mad magazine press badge. Inside, he met up 
with old friends from past street battles who were now delegates and was mobbed by enthusiastic young Democrats who 
asked for his autograph. Delegates turned him on to the ultra-powerful three-minute hallucinogen DMT in the convention 
bathroom. Allen Ginsberg was also inside, where he spoke before TV cameras on behalf of the first ever gay delegation 
to a major national convention. This sure wasn’t Mayor Daley’s Democratic Party.  

If the welcoming of the freaks into the mainstream Democratic Party generated excitement and optimism within the 
counterculture, it generated even more optimism within the Republican Party. Middle America was watching, after all, 
and they weren’t going to vote to let the hippies take over the country. Nixon’s campaigners effectively mocked the 
Democrats as advocates of “Abortion, Acid, and Amnesty [for draft dodgers].” The election was the biggest landslide in 
U.S. history. Americans rejected countercultural governance by a margin of 60 percent to 37 percent. (Young voters 
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six voted for McGovern, but only by a slim majority.)  

 

 

 



THE END  

And in the end/the love you take/is equal to the love you make.  
PAUL MCCARTNEY, THE BEATLES, 1969  

Reflecting on this chapter, the late sixties/early seventies revolution may read like a series of mostly hellish events and 
psychotic mind-states. But, for all the excesses of repression and revolution, the decade was also characterized by lots of 
blindingly positive countercultural energy. As Hunter Thompson wrote, “There was a fantastic universal sense that 
whatever we were doing was right, that we were winning.... Our energy would simply prevail. We had all the 
momentum, we were riding the crest of a high and beautiful wave.” People pushed their liberties to the limit, let their 
desires for real change overtake their reason, let the excitement and love that they felt for their collectivity sear their 
souls. It really felt as though one push in the right direction could break down all the prison walls humanity has ever 
constructed: in the material world, in the relational world, and within the minds and hearts of each individual. And 
finally, it was, as George Harrison sang, “all too much.” Reacting in part to repression from outside, it turned in on itself 
with an anti-authoritarian frenzy that sometimes turned authoritarian in the intensity of its insistence.  

Probably the major fallacy that guided the entire sixties epoch from idealism to lunacy was utopianism-Ginsberg’s 
hallucination that he could “seize power over the universe and become the next consciousness.” As a totalizing 
philosophy, utopianism is authoritarian in essence. (Jim Morrison sang about the hippie “soft parade”: “Everything must 
be this way.”) Writ small, utopian experiments like the Transcendentalists’ Brook Farm commune can motivate love, 
generosity, and creativity. And occasional bursts of utopian energy may be necessary to propel countercultural epochs 
that seek social changes. But when the utopian mind-set ultimately tries to conquer vast populations it comes up against 
its limits. Utopians demand perfection, and those damned irascible human beings who refuse to fit themselves into the 
model tend to become enemies. Che Guevara’s sixties altruistic “New Man” was a beautiful idea, but he used state power 
to try and coerce the Cuban people into living up to the ideal’s demands. The Western left-counterculture never got quite 
that far, but people who were in the midst of it used to joke knowingly about “LSD reeducation camps.”  

Nasty detours aside, the ideal of the hip left really was anti-authoritarian, even anarchistic. With the exception of a few 
groups like the Black Panthers, who had Leninist fantasies about running a centralized vanguard-led revolutionary state, 
the hip left didn’t propose an alternative system. They offered opposition to systems. The core guiding vision was that 
“the revolution “ itself would inspire personal and collective evolutions on a mass scale. The behaviors that would allow 
society to function without a governing system would spontaneously emerge-a voluntary cooperation among networked 
autonomous individuals and groups would see to it that basic human needs were taken care of. Its theater, its psychedelic 
pathways to personal growth, its grassroots democratic participation in communes and collectives, its free rock and roll 
orgies and festive celebrations would be so fulfilling that people would not desire for much else beyond their basic 
material needs. The consumption and ownership of excess goods, of media images, of commercial leisure activities, 
would simply wither away. And within a few years, the machines would make us all equally rich anyway. This imaginal 
narrative is still compelling to many of today’s anarchists (although many have abandoned the “equally rich” part in 
favor of a rejection of technology). It has the advantage that it has never been tried on a mass scale for any extended 
length of time, and it is not likely to be. So it can never be disproved and will forever remain romantic.  

Ironically, it’s doubtful whether anything like the excitable counterculture of the 1960s would have happened if the U.S. 
and global economy were not in terrific health. Those who burned money as a representative of inhumane interests and 
as a signifier of unnatural relationships knew that either the abundant economy would always produce more money or 
that the money system would be replaced by something more idealistic. As bizarre as it seems now, it was easy at that 
time to believe both these things at once. As to whether a post-scarcity society based on play and eros was (or is) 
possible, what was once an article of faith for some of us is now an area for research and inquiry. Certainly, the economic 
privileges that gave Western sixties youth the leisure to dream such wild dreams have struck up against environmental 
constraints, the impoverished realities of a more closely integrated global economy, and the tightening economic policies 
of corporate consolidation and capitalism-with-no-brakes.  

Both the styles and contents of the radical period in modern counterculture remain with us today. Indeed, most of the 
succeeding countercultural episodes measure themselves against the extremity of this epoch. Hopefully, in the future, if a 
mass countercultural movement again seems close to mounting some sort of extraordinary transmutation of a major 
nation-state or an entire planet, it will avoid some of the mistakes that these brilliant but confused experimenters made in 
the rush of history. 


