THE HIPPIES - AN AMERICAN 'MOMENT'

by

STUART HALL




THE HIPPIES: AN AMERICAN 'MOMENT"

Stuart Hall
(University of Birmingham, October, 1968)



THE HIPPIES: AN AMERICAN 'MOMENT"

This is an expanded and revised version of a paper on the American
Hippies written shortly after the Summer of 1967. The Hippie 'scene’' has
undergone significant change and development since that point in time. In
the recent emergence of Yippies - especially during the events surrounding
the Democratic Convention in Chicago in 1968, we can see the Hippie style
being brought more directly into play in the radical and political arena. In
another spere, we can see the rapid penetration of Hippie styles of dress,
music, attitudes and ways of life into the wider youth culture. The Hippie
ambience has come to constitute, vis-a-vis youth culture, something of the
force of a conscious avant-garde. These are important developments, and |
make reference to them in the latter half of the paper. But, essentially | have
tired to hold quite closely to that 'moment’ around the summer of 1967 when
the Hippies constituted a distinct and emergent 'grouping’ or ‘formation’ in

society.

The method | have adopted is to attempt, first, a phenomenological and
thematic ‘reading’ of the central aspects and facets of Hippie 'society’. |
attempt to catch, describe and interpret the symbolic modes of life of the
Hippies, as far as | can, from 'within' - from the point of view of the subjective
meaning this way of life seems to have for its participants. | try to view the
Hippie style as a project for a certain section of American youth (rather than
as a symptom). | stress that this is both a description and an interpretation
because, as will be apparent, | am trying to manifest what are, by definition,
the latent meanings of a way of life: a way of life which rejects and despises,
precisely, the language and act of interpretation. | believe this is necessary

to get to the underlying value-structure and weltanschauung of this highly



significant phenomenon. but, as a method, it is also has profound risks.
Thus | am obliged to tid up and make explicit and coherent what is,
essentially, untidy, incoherent, unorganised. In order to get at meanings, |
have in a certain sense to 'falisify’ deliberately the existential experience |
am interpreting. In the latter half of the paper, | have attempted to situate this
phenomenological accout within its proper structures and mediations: that
is, | try to give a bief genetic-historical account of its evolution and | attept to
place it, structurally, within its relevant contexts. Many such contexts are
‘availale": in this paper | deal primarily with the political mediations. | place
the phenomenon within the structure of the growing political emergence of
radical groups and movements within the younger generation. In the
treatment given to this analysis here, | take the Hippies as my central focus,
and attempt to relate other political groupings to them. In a parallel paper, in
the Slant Conference on papers, From Culture to Hevolution, | have
reversed the analysis, taking the political groupings as my central focus, and
relating the Hippies to them. There is, inevitably, some overlap between that
paper ("The New Revolutionaries: Notes on the Politics of Culture®) and the
second half of this paper.

My intention is to suggest that the Hippies and their way of life are not the
patternless, amorphous muddie and confusion which at first they appear to
be. The way of life, and the values and attitudes embodied and projected in
it, have a consistency and pattern. It is this pattern, and its future meaning;
which | am trying to bring out. At the very least, the Hippie way of life
represents 'definitions of the 'situation’ different from, counter to, those which
are maintained as valid and legitimate in the taken-for-granted routines of
American middle class society: "an island of deviant meanings within the
sea of its society." American society is powerfully integrated around a web

of values and attitues - recognitions and confirmations - which blind them to



‘the system’. That matrix of values, the society's dominant normative order,
is not - as many social scientists would have us believe fixed, immutable and
static: indeed, it is part of my argument that it has generated in time its own
inner stresses, contraditions and conflics which are now being openly and
vigorously expressed. It remains, nevertheless, an embracing value-
structure. “"Non-recognition and counter-definitions of social norms are
always, Peter Berger reminds us, "potentially revolutionary®. But
revolutionary in what way? They can lead to forms of personal protest and
rebellion, withdrawal, which, though counter-posed to the established
system of values, are primarily adaptive to that system: every society has its
tolerated areas of deviance, its santioned rebels and eccentrics, its licensed
fools. | would say that, for such a formation to become potentially
revolutionary in social terms, four criterion must be met. (a) The counter-

definitions must be socially located and rooted. As Berger, again remarks,

"All socially meaningful definitions of reality must be objectivated by
social processes. Consequently, sub-universes require sub-societes
as their objectivating base, and counter-definitions of reality require

counter societies.”

(b) The counter-definitions being offered must be centrally situated: ie. they
must challenge the system of values at the focal points of stress and tension,
they must project a confrontation with the core organizing meanings and
values, the critical life-experiences, of the society. (c) They must offer forms
of social disaffiliation and opposition which lead to social, rather than simply
personal or individual, rebellion. This is a complicated point, since (as |
argue later) the distinctions between the ‘personal' and the 'public’, the
‘individual' and the societal' may not be where we normally tend to place

them. (d) Finally, they must offer forms of action, life-projects, which embody



alternative structures. The question which is frequently asked - do the
Hippies represent a challenge to, or merely a withdrawal from society? - has

to be related to these four criteria.

A satisfactory answer to that question cannot be given by so-called
‘objective’ or value-free analysis. The symbols, expressive values, beliefs
and attitudes, projects and aspirations of groupings like the Hippies
constitute, taken together, a significant, meaningful way of being-in-the-
world for them. It is by learning to 'read' the meanings of these 'signs’ that
we come to understand the global vision of the world, the weltanschauug.
the project which organises and makes conherent the many disparate
strands. As Sartre observed,

"Man is, for himself and other, a signifying being, since one can never
understand the slightest of his gestures without transending the pure present
and explaining the gesture by reference to the future. Furthermore, he is the
creator of signs to the extent that - always ahead of himself - he uses certain
objects to designate other absent or future objects . . . Man constructs signs
because in his very reality he is signifying; and he is signifying because he
is a dialectical transending of all that is simply given. That we call freedom is
the irreducibility of the cultural order to the natural order . . . Because we are
men and live in the world of men, of work and of conflict, all the objects
which surroud us are signs. By themselves they indicate their use ad
scarcely mask the real project of those who have made them such for us and
who address us through them . . . Everything at every instant is always
signifying, and the significations reveal to us men and the relations among

me mediated by the structures of our society."



SLOGANS AND PHRASE-MAKING

Most sub-cultures dramatise the gap between their own ‘worlds’ and the
worlds of 'others' in language - the most expressive mediation or
objectivation of all. Hippie phrases constitute a complex argot, drawn
electically fom Negro culture, jazz, from homosexual or addict sub-cultures,
from idiomatic language of streets and Bohemia. The slogans are striking,
linguistically, for two particular aspects: Their emphasis on the continuous
present tense - "grooving", "balling®, "mind-blowing"®, "where it is at" - and
their prepositional flavour - "turn-gn®, "drop-out®, "freak out®, "be in", “love-in",
“Cop-out®, "put on", "trip out®, “uptight®. The style of phrase-making s

existential (the present tense) and connective (propositional).

One can explore the question of language a stage further by looking at the
Hippie slogan coined by Dr Leary: TUNE IN, TURN ON AND DROP OUT.
Each phrase in that slogan is both a literal injunction and a submerged
metophor. To "tune-in* means, literally, to "attune" oneself to another way of
life; but it is also a submerged metaphor from the mass media. There is, the
phrase suggests, more than one channel of perception through which we
eperience the world. The trouble with "straight society' is that it is tuned in to
the wrong 'station and thus getting the wrong message or signal. If we were
to switch warvelengths we might begin to receive messages from the
‘underground’, intimations from unexplored inner space. The idea is
repeated in the second phrase - "turn on®. Literally, this invites the hippy to
switch to the use of mind expanding drugs, and to turn on as many members
of straight society as he can reach. But, again, metaphorically, it also seems
to switch to a more authenic mode of experience, to leave the routes of
middle class society for more private, apocalyptic channels. "Drop out" is
perhaps the most complex message of all in its associative meaning. Again,

it means, literally, that the Hippie should reject the structures of middle class



experience, the way of life orientated towards work, power, status,
consumption - goals which have been discredited within the counter-value
system of Hippie sub-culture. The Hippie is a 'drop out' from the system for
which family, education and socialisation have been grooming him: he
actively ‘opts in' to the 'deviant’ round of life. But the phrase "drop out® has
more precise social and political reference. Drop-outs are also early school
and college-leavers, rejects of the school system or self-absentees from
college, who find the whole system of education and training intolerable. In
the first instance, "drop-outs® were early-leavers, Goodman's "absurds®, who
felt alienated from school or couldn't meet the grades or didn't choose to
keep up the pace. Leary's phrase therefore tries to establish an
identification between the Hippies and this rejected social group. The
identification is largely symbolic, of course, since by and large the Hippies
are recruited, not from educational rejects but from the brighter,
academically more promising, middle class students. If they have given up
on formal education, it is not because they were alientated by the school's
tasks or because their home environment was poor or their learning
situation usupported, but because, in some more symbolic sense, they find
the whole 'education bit' irrelevant. To "drop out® is therefore to make the
symbolic gesture of withdrawal from the commonplace routines of their
generation. These more sophisticated 'drop-outs' often stay within hailing
distance of the university campuses, though out of reach of professors and
the administration. They constitute part of the informal community of
scholars of most large universities. They continue to 'shadow’ the student
role they have so recently abandoned. Their countrparts are those students
who refuse to do military service in Vietham, and who have disappeared
from the view of the draft boards - dropped out as an act of political

withdrawal. The "drop-out" theme can, therefore be seen to have wide



associative meanings, all of which are loosely organised in Leary's

metaphor.

POVERTY

The association with educational rejects is only one of a complex series of
identifcations with groups of the deprived or disadvantaged celebrated
Hippie sub-culure. If we were to compare American Hippies with their British
counterparts, the most striking fact would be the degree of, and emphasis
upon, assumed poverty among the Americans, the identification with "the
poor". On the whole, American Hippies are the very reverse of smart and
stylish: their costumes may be bizarre but they are often rough, dirty or in
bad repair. This may be explained by the fact that, whereas British youth
culture is still, primarily, the preserve of working class kids for whom the
access to stylish clothes and fashion represnts, in Simmel's terms, the
aspirations, the 'soul-movements' of a previously deprived group, American
Hipppie culture represents the return of an otherwise affluent, middle class
and potentially ‘arrived’ group to the disguise of poverty. (It must also be
added that American outh culture is, on the whole, more informal and less
styled - though not perhaps less costumed - that the British variant. Where
stylish fashions prevail, British modes appear to set the pace. This point -
which | don't wish to pursue further here - could be generalised or the
society as a whole, in the sense that fashionable middle-class America is, in
general, fashionable in, at best, the style of the 1950's; adult styles are
relatively untouched by the 'mod’). Simmel also reminds us that in the world
of fashion the real themes of the world are rehearsed in a kind of elaborate
'play’. If behind the symbolic drop-outs of Hippies life there stands the real
drop outs of ghetto schools, so the disguise of poverty shadows the almost
eloguent of recent American themes: the rediscovery of the true poor - the

inhabitants of Michael Harringtons's 'Other America’. Another form of



poverty is to be seen in the persistent begging (or ‘phanhandling’) which is
common on the Hippy scene. Indeed, open begging on the streets is a more
striking and dramatic enactment of symbolic poverty than rough clothes,
bed-rolls and sandals: there is a long tradition of travelling rough "on the
road"; but, for affluent America, begging is a major “bring down", particularly
when committed by the children of the well-to-do.

Th poor are only the most obvious group in a wider circle of so-called
‘deviants' with whom the Hippies emotionally identify. In part, this is a matter
of shared or overlapping life-experiences. In their escape from middle-class
surburbia, in their search for cheaper places to live and areas of the city
where social controls are less rigidl exercised, Hippies are driven toshare -
often for the same reasons - those areas where other deviant groups and
sections of the 'disorganised’ have already clustered. More important,
however, is the identity which Hippies feel with all those whom ‘straight
society' has labelled deviant, outside the norms and expectations of
respectability. To be labelled is to accept a social identity and the
possibilities of a social career which causes beyond the rules and
conventions of 'the system'. Those situations, identities and careers which
the society has labelled 'deviant' are precisely those which the Hippies
value most highly. This is one of the many symbolic ways in which Hippies
attempt to subvert and reverse the conventional legitimations of society. The
congregation of different deviant strata in the same urbn area does not take
place without internal strains and tensions, for the respective groups have
often reached the same geographical location by very different paths. But
no doubt the clustering and congregation creates its own solidarities. As
Becker observes, "Members of organized deviant groups have one thing in
common: their deviance. It gives them a sense of common fate, of being in

the same boat. From a sense of common fate, from having to face the same



problems, grows a deviant sub-culture: a set of perspectives and
understanding about what the world is like and how to deal with it, and a set
of routine activities based on those perspectives. Membership in such a

group solidifies a deviant identity”.

It should be added that this enhanced status of 'deviancy’ is all the more
ironic since the study of deviant sub-cultures is one of the most developed
areas in American social science. It was always a highly equivocal concept,
implying as it did the inevitability, persistence and stability of legitimate
social order. And recent developments, particularly the growth of Hippies
modes of life, has left it (and, with it, many fundamental pre-suppositions of

‘'value free' social science practice) highly conceptual territory.

INDIAN THEMES

Even the poor are not far down and out enough. The poor are
disadvantaged socially, but they are often respectable: they are rarely exotic.
An even more powerful identification, therefore, is with the culture, costume
and spirit of the American Indian. Serares, bells, beads, headbans,
mocassins - these are central features of Hippie costume. The lines of
connection between Indian culture and Hippie sub-culture are really very
complex. American Indians stand, of course, as an emblem of the simple, a
primitive survival on the continent of affluence, and technological
sophistication. They also represent the way white outsiders exploited the
native peoples of the American continent. American Indians are therefore
one among the several deprived and expolited social groups with whom
young people in general, and Hippies in particular, tend to identify. (Even
before the rise of the Hippies, Mexico stood to the itinerant student
generation in a strong symbolic relation). The disadantaged groups include,

as we have suggested, social deviants of all sorts - addicts, educational



rejects and the poor. There is one strickng ommission to that list: the blacks.
This is all the more striking if, for a moment, we look back to that group of
premature hippies of an earlier period, the Original Beat Generation. Mailer
was, | believe, quite correct to see (in "The White Negro®", Advertisements for
Myself, reprinted from Dissent) that the underground life of the Negro, the
music, rhythms and argot of the hustlers and 'night cats' of the black
ghettoes exerted a powerful appeal to the beatnik generation. In the white
beatnik's exploration of the submerged side of the 'American Dream’, the
man he was most likely to encounter in that forbidden psychic journey was
his black counterpart, committed by the very conditions of this existence to
the 'hip’ round of life. Mailer called the hip generation "white negroes". My
case is that the American Negro is no longer 'available' in these terms to the
Hippie. He is no longer living out his life in some submerged night time
suburb of the imitation of white America. The ghettoes still stand, of course:
but through civil rights, the black Muslim movement, Afro-American
nationalism, the ghetto rebellions, the rhetoric of Malcolm X, Elijah
Muhammed, Stokeley Carmichael and Rap Brown, and finally, Black Power,
the Negro has reached for and achieved, if not a real, then certainly a
potential imaginative liberation from the cultural imperialism of white racist
and white fellow-traveller alike. The Newark convention was the black
American's cultural 'declaration of indepedence’. Since then, the remaining
lines of contact between black and white society have been severely
ruptured. The Hippies cannot, then, find a sympathetic counter-culture in the
orbit of black ghetto life: and any attempt to do so would be regarded by
most militants as another of the multiple forms of cultural patronage which
white society still pays to back. Hippie society is, therefore, strikingly, a part
of white America. In the summer of 1967, the word was being passed
around Haight Ashury that is was time the white Hippies pulled out of the

Haight for a day and let the blacks in to "do their own thing® - whatever it



might be. There are black faces on the Haight Ashbury sidewalks, and
organized Black militant groups, like the Panthers, in other parts of
California, but by and large the Hippie scene in San Franscisco is separated
from the largely black slums which surround it by high, though invisible

walls.

The Indian - as critics like Leslie Fieldler have often pointed out - has always
played an important part symbiotic role in the imaginative universe of
American literature and culture, but the Hippies have given this theme an
elevated status. The use of hallucinogenic drugs such as mescalin, canabis
and peyote by the American Indians is another immediate point of contact.
But in a more general sense there has been a long love affair in American
culture - from the novels of James FennimoreCooper to Edmund Wilson's
Irriquois on the high wires - between the sons of white men and the sons of
the brave. This love-match is now sealed in the adoption, by a section of
white youth, of the dress, trappings and ritual emblems of those first
Americans who were driven off the plains into the reservations. The
identification is all the easier because the identified - the Indians - are a

relatively remote actual presence in American social life.

MYSTICISM AND WITHDRAWAL

The 'purchase' of Indian culture on Hippie society undoubtedly owes
something to the strand of passivity in Indian culture - a reversal of the more
popular image of Indian war-dances and staged battles coming down
through the Hollywood western. It is often said that, as the West was
pacified, so the practice of withdrawal, with the assistance of drugs,
increased among reservation Indians. This theme of wihdrawal from the

active to the passive mode (with or without the use of drugs) is to be traced,
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isnact of the Slack FPower movement on American history, 522, not only
the extraordinary - and partly incorporstive = grorih of Tshl-ek studies',
tut also, specifically new approaches in historiecz. :zthed. For an
=ccount, Cf: . Genovese, "The influence of the Zlacli “syer ilovement
oz Zistoricnl scholarship” (raper to the Dasdalus ~nfercsce on the
Ziole of Theory in Humanistic 3tudieos: Como, Italy: 13%. npublished
sanuscript).

In "The ‘hite Negro", reprinted in dvertisementis Tor iyscif (Ceutsch:1961)

Sez 15 most r=cent, and brilliant ,exsleration of the thane, in
The Zzturn of the Vanishing American.

T-is is only one, extreme version of 'the comume'! 1izh =35 been
srcorimentad with Ly different groups of disenfrsncizhad Foutih ia
recent years. Hippiz snd Hippie-style groups have .82 e oot
consistent attespt to return te rural settings. 2ot <o i-Toemal
tcommamal-style' arrangemenis of .merican 'move.zot' cilvizis, the
Zrove house-boats in spsterdm, and the wolitica® co. mmzs of it=ze
German SD5 are pnra.li-:l developments. 3o zre the exclos L.-_c with
fkibhutzin-style' enviromsents for wives cnd childze: i&ich iz a growing
festure and nreoccupation of the 'omen's Liberatico iovoment.

But ioere is nothing yet in Hipsie ideclogy to ziztc: 2.2 comsistent
zhilssophy of the "new urbanism” which has develcoed s—ong ths -rovos.

22: the manifesto by Constant Nieuwenhuys, "The iler Jrdenisz?y in
Zelta (autumn 1967). (Tublished in -msterdam).

“rec Z.wis, "Jhy All Of Us kay Se Hippies Somecay’; “razsactien,
Zececbar 1957.

ined, of course, by ifarsinll cluhan, in Undersiand lj;i Fedia
~-=tledge and “=gan Pual: 1994). :

= y'

The wnderground comamicztions-network is extensive. Ii iz =lge, within
its limits, financially successful. 3Some spigoncc ol tIz inderground
zra core concermed with this aspect of youth culic—z, 7i%: the creation
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of counter-media, =znd with 'youth' as a social cotagery vaialding
cconpzic power, than with the oore idealistic or =gliticsl coects.

; tysical perspective on the 'underground' fro- taic —zint of view is
Rich-rd Neville's rlay -ower.

florm-n 0. Srown, Love's Body (Rundon Housa: 1967 . .o-case Zrd alse,
of ccursa,.already launched this theno in Zros o= Civilizeticn, with
hic concept of 'de-sublizated sexuality'. Tor on intercoiliag

confrontation betwesn these two elder statesmen of | I- =~ mansihility?,
sce iorcuse's review of Love's Sody, Commentary Foooci=] i

= = e - : - i - .. - P )
Leciie Fiedler, "The Mew Lutonts", zartisan wevisy £= “=l50.

Zeprinted in Ionovstions, =d. Cergonzi, (lacmilisa: 25

avent-gorde theaire, was, of course, relsted t- 1:=3is
texoressiveness' ~nd 'srontaneaity', se= Ffrad D=wvis,

ccnifestations of thes spirit, Cf. Ziwin Powell, “Izyomd
"Z2at Genoration' As A Challenge for the Socinlecr of
Swaman Sehaviews £nd Socizl croecesses, ed ~rncli Toce.
For the role of 'spontaneity'! as an element in Joic

see Fatza: "Subterranesn Traditions Gf Youth", .2mc’co
hcodemy Gf Folitical Science, CCCIGIXVIII {1981).

Zere the theme of the breakdown of the borricss
tthaatra' is nost self-conzciously pursued. Tk
othier tyres of :nderground =nd comrunity theatrcs Aeqte a0
parallal Zevelopments. For a defense of this .ozit ;
cn the thene of 'revcluticn as theatre', see Jzor; L3z, 'I Agree

ith Your Tactics Dut 1 Son't Imow About Your s 57, I A=, ond
articles in the Tuline Jrama A view.
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The eeczlaiion Troo "nan-violence® through ceairontation to
tdirzet action' is a n»rocess which B¢ seen at work,
not only in the .uerican "moveaent' i
ant black pozer el=ments) tut =are
f poarlizoestary' politics in
youny people fave acied as 'sheck tr
phenogicnon, vhose aistory is o story
the source terts is, obyiously, Fahon's .r

(irove Fresst 19633, It rcprescenits.a concsried
transcend the on-zoing 'liberal' or'social-democr
political conREedsus. “iipdie philosonhy has Teen sut
overcakea by the. changes ir aitituces tomrsis 'viol
tae pelitical siiscie of Lmerican politics as 2 uncle.

-phsnomena’, to.te expleined

sphere-ef~HigheT education

adoptec
structur

ot Zr une

assurmtion. Ine —ajor -connce-tex =
's 53D {(Zdutiedze: 1%

=

Cf: Zertert :orcuee, “savclution ™ Today®, iew Left .eview 50.
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reizadin-~ iedia, Sp.cit. idrpie and
1 of such =eiaphoricil referencus
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znesed’ , lomics.

4.D.icing, rolitics if screrizce -ad Fhe Tiré Cf Toredlise,
onz ©f the sosroc tooss ir Lo wncer-rounld ‘curricuinn’

I heve Szalt itk khis part of the stery a2t '1o

in the

SCUrCS,

iy in Dec!

GE: Susan ocabsr, atntiza 13y—a & Sooiilswoode:

1967) .

Vpavoluiionary' rotoiniticl od

{ 1jen L-ne: 1909). ¥ise ne: sen-
zery tolen prasis: it zueries
nes anl pxnleoitosicss
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~iteopting Lo interurai oo
Hivode "pouent! ; onos 2 E
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rcansaction, on.cit. One of the best and most sen-

ilesophical ‘anuscrisn

Tareigs Lounpusges -uilishing tLouse,




