
THE HOLY SPIRIT

People tend not to recognize that counterculture has Romanticism as its direct root.  
What are the essential, eternal features of counterculture?  First of all, counterculture is 
post-society, or post-culture.  That is to say, we are born into this world, into a structure, 
and we are pink screaming multiplicities, animals, helpless, and we are given a place.  
We're given a name and integrated into a structure.  We go to school.  We internalize a 
variety of expectations to the point where we don't recognize them as external, they 
become internal (e.g. succeed, be a good person, live according to this value system 
etc.).  This social structure moulds us.  Counterculture is always a beyond-structure-
culture.  A sort of new, higher awareness.  It always pertains to the idea that this role I've 
internalized, these values that I have… they don't fit.  In most societies, in most places 
and times in history, no one sees society as such as the enemy.  Enemies are other 
societies, or nature, or crime.   With counterculture, the enemy is society.  It is a suicide.  
It is society committing suicide.  

The second feature of counterculture is that it tends to be resistant to an economic 
system.  So, e.g., we are anti-capitalist, somehow or other.  Money is bad, it corrupts, 
the system is unfair, and so on.  The tightening of the grip of the economic system is 
somehow antithetical to the life that counterculture is trying to protect. 

The most potent emblem of counterculture is Nietzsche's "Revaluation of All Values".  
From this context it is easy to see that counterculture is not something that is against 
the status quo but rather it is higher than the status quo.  What is the Revaluation of all 
Values?  It is an evaluation of the value of a value system.  What is the system worth?  
What good is it?  So, for example, the possible value systems we have available to us 
are either quasi-secular Judeo-Christian values, liberal democracy, which is almost the 
opposite of Judeo-Christian values in a way, religious fundamentalism, and so on.  A 
truly countercultural stance is unwilling to accept any of these, simply by virtue of the 
fact that they are established value systems.  A merely cultural stance, on the contrary, 
adopts one of these systems and does not question its value.

There is a kernel of impossibility, however, in the revaluation of values.  Because - on 
what basis do you evaluate these values?  Whatever it is, surely you have to question 
that too.  Is it on the basis of utility?  Which system works the best?  Or a general 
Aristotelian eudaemonic flourishing?  Or an enhancement of the feeling of power?  
Does each individual get to practice a sort of experimental moral dabbling and find the 
value system that fits the best, and if none of the available ones are suitable, invent a 
new one for his or her self?  Or - maybe someone could invent a value system that 
applies universally, somehow?  Some philosophers today are trying to do precisely this - 
articulating a universal value system that has its basis in eternal mathematical truths.   
Maybe Nietzsche's flaw, or a flaw in a way of reading him, is a naive assumption that 
the enhancement of strength - the growth of of one state and the crossing of the 
threshold into a new, higher state - is an end in itself.  

In any case, the true counterculture is fundamentally aporetic and contradictory, and 
ought to be that way.  It is anoretic and contradictory because it judges the world on the 



basis of criteria it has no access too, criteria it is trying to find.  It is like the inverse of a 
judgement in a way.

THE ETERNAL FLAW

It is worth noting that the two above things are totally different from one another.  Social 
norms are one thing.  The economic system is something different.  In fact, in or day 
and age, social norms and the economic system are if anything opposed to one 
another.  They are enemies.  What sells is precisely the scandalous, that which breaks 
with social norms. 

So we can briefly consider the history of what we think of as counterculture.  We could 
say that counterculture starts out with poetry.  It starts with Allen Ginsberg (whose 
greatest influences surely were of course William Blake and Walt Whitman).  But quickly 
the the real meat of counterculture travels to music.   Allen Ginsberg's friendship with 
Bob Dylan can perhaps be considered a sort of passing the torch from poetry to music.  
Once counterculture becomes musical, it becomes a mass phenomenon, thanks 
obviously to the record industry.  First we have Bob Dylan, Jimi Hendrix, the Doors, the 
Rolling Stones, and so on.  The thesis I suppose I should articulate before I illustrate it 
is that we begin to see a cycle that has been speeding up exponentially since the 60s:  
musicians form some kind of countercultural community, record labels discover what's 
going on, everyone makes a ton of money, the message is disseminated, but in the very 
process of dissemination it somehow loses its power.  The system not only inoculates 
itself each time around, it actually grows in strength, gaining a tighter grip on the hearts 
and minds of its subjects.  

But it doesn't happen the same way each time.  The first time around, there was an 
idealism, a utopianism to counterculture.  People really didn't know what was going to 
happen.  Maybe the long terms of LSD would not be so damaging, and everyone would 
begin taking it and we'd all join hands and love one another for ever.  Maybe the 
communist revolutions in the 3rd world would have worked out better.  And so on.  After 
that all became stale and seemed like a like, and the original counterculture figures 
seemed to have "sold out", we have punk.  But punk was different, wasn't it?  Already 
pissed off, already hopeless, nihilist instead of utopian.  Part of punk was of course 
putting the means of production and distribution into the hands of the musicians and 
fans themselves.  Self-released 7"s, bands with no marketing and so on.  From then on 
each generation just seems like bullshit to the next.  No-wave, the anti-punk.  Rap 
arises, as counterculture specifically by and for the african american community, but so 
quickly infected with the American Dream get rich quick attitude.  

In my view with the 21st century this cycle has reach an infinite point or an asymptote.  
We are at a level where "the system" absorbs counterculture so quickly that perhaps 
thinking of it as a game of cat and mouse like that isn't even really appropriate.  
Consider "DIY" music in Brooklyn.  We are lucky to have so many operating spaces and 
so many bands doing interesting things.  The spaces are slightly illegal, the music isn't 



anything you'd find on the radio, great.  But ultimately this is an aesthetic victory, not a 
social or political one.  

But it gets even worse, because perhaps there is a degree of subterfuge in all of this.  
The subculture identity is something that people take very seriously, are proud of, are 
dismissive of others who don't share in the same subculture.  It kind of reminds me of 
Louis the XIV moving all the nobles.  The flaw is this:  artists or musicians take up a 
sound or look that is aesthetically cutting edge or against the grain.  They then vaguely 
imagine that because it is aesthetically against the grain that this is some how morally 
significant - that the rest of the world, the bad guys out there, the naive, don't get it, and 
that if only they did, we'd be better off.  Somehow this aesthetic prescience is 
associated with Freedom.   At the same time, no one believes that things will really 
change in a significant way.  Who does not ultimately have a defeatist attitude about the 
total situation?  These people in subculture pockets imagine they are creating a space 
that will last for a little while, but ultimately will be raped and pillaged.

WHAT TO DO

Surely there is a meaning to counterculture, maybe it is time to reconsider what it can 
be.  In an earlier essay on black metal, I suggested that counterculture was dead - and 
that the rise of black metal was a sign of this - and that it could be replaced by 
something new but difficult to define, which I chose to name AesthEthics.  The first 
element of AesthEthics is to stop playing the cat-and-mouse game.  Artistically, 
significant music will always be ahead of the curve and against the grain, though for a 
very, very short time.  Fine.  Socially, if anything, one ought to deliberately fight 
subculture identification.  Subcultures are like egos in a way, or they are precisely that, 
something one clings to in order to hide from the vertigo of reality.  There should be 
music which is deliberately Universal, which is aesthetically painful not to your parents 
but to you yourself, the young subculture-indentifying consumer who is not aware of his 
complicity.  Thirdly, music should be serious and grandiose.  Why not, after all?  That is 
based on a principle, which I should outline somewhere else earlier, perhaps - that we 
simply do not know what the world is capable of.   As Graham Harman puts it - the world 
has no bottom, but it does have a top.  And it is possible for social, cultural, artistic and 
economic configurations to arise that have never arisen before, and they could arise for 
a reason that is totally impossible to predict in advance, or even, as Meillassoux 
suggest, for absolutely no reason at all.  In other words, there is no reason not to 
imagine that some kind of musical artistic formation could change the world for the 
better, permanently.  The fact of the cycle I've been referring to (it needs a name better 
than cat an mouse - ABSORBTION?)  has reached a plateau is not a cause for despair, 
but rather an opportunity to reject an outmoded model for ethics and hope for something 
new and better. 


