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Talmon’s concept of “totalitarian democracy” is generalized, to make it applic- 
able to the variety of counter-cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s. In particular, 
we expanded Talmon’s concept of political liberty into a more general desire for “libera- 
tion,” offered in different forms by these movements. Accordingly, the movements are 
classified by two variables: the direction of liberation (inner or outer) to which they 
aspired, and the degree of their attempt to monopolize the means of its realization 
(monopolistic or pluralistic). Four types of movements are identified and examined for 
their potential for totalitarian democracy: (1) Movements of Self-Fulfillment, (2) Cults 
of Self-Realization, (3) Radical Protest Movements, (4) Revolutionary Movements. 
Marked differences in totalitarian potential were found, the lowest in movements of 
self-fulfullment and the highest in cults of self-realization. 

Introduction 

In the late modern world a trend towards “radical secularization” can 
be discerned, an extreme and eventually paradoxical consequence of the 
familiar process of “disenchantment” (Schluchter, 1979: 13), whose ultimate 
implication is the denial of the very possibility of the existence of any transcen- 
dent meaning or of a sacred “privileged connection” (Ferrarotti 1979:630), 
since there remains nothing outside the society, but just the void (Bell, 1977:427). 
The relentless and apparently infinite process of rational probing of any prop- 
osition about the ultimate nature of reality, eventually denies the existence of 
a transcendent realm in whatever form. Its logical conclusion is that nothing 
exists outside the sheer and essentially meaningless immanance of existence 
(Cohen, forthcoming). 

Radical secularization thus means not just the loss of belief in a tradi- 
tionally conceived divinity, which still leaves intact the religious “construction 
of reality” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), and hence safeguards for man the 
possibility of adopting another kind of center in Shils’ (1961) sense, e.g. that 
of one of the “secular religions”-like nationalism, socialism, or some kind 
of progressivism. Rather it means that “God is dead” in the radical sense 
that Nietzsche intended, namely, the total breakdown of the religious con- 
struction of reality which utterly denies the possibility of any center. A radically 
secularized world would be, in the strongest sense of the term, center-less. 
The course of history, social order, and the life of the individual would be 
ultimately marked by utter relativism, arbitrariness, and meaninglessness. 
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Radical secularization leads necessarily to nihilism, because it threatens 
to sever the fundamental linkage between the world and the meaning of in- 
dividual existence. This linkage, which was in the past maintained by tradi- 
tional religions, as well as by moderate secular religions and ideologies, was 
eroded to the point of negation of the meaning of human existence. But, con- 
trary to some dire prognoses of scholars like M. Weber at the beginning of 
this century, the apparently relentless progress of radical secularization does 
not appear inevitable to many contemporary thinkers, who sense a contrary 
trend, manifested in a “return of the sacred” (Bell, 1977; Stark and Bain- 
bridge, 1985). Indeed, the present era presents the curious spectacle of a world 
whose Judeo-Christian foundations have been thoroughly shaken, but rather 
than an Elliotean wasteland, it swarms with a variety of competing soteriolo- 
gies, promising salvation from nihilsm and providing meaning in a wide 
variety of ways, sometimes even at the price of a physical or moral annihila- 
tion of present society. These new soteriologies cover an extremely broad 
spectrum-from various forms of new political radicalism, communitarian- 
ism, drug and rock sub-cultures, to new religious sects and renewed adherence 
to orthodox religion (cf. Wallis, 1984; Stark and Bainbridge, 1985; Cohen, 
Ben-Yehuda, and Aviad, 1987). 

This wide spectrum of new soteriologies can be seen as offering a variety 
of competing “elective centers” (Cohen, 1979: 189-196). Each of these elec- 
tive centers offers a new soteriological goal and a path to its realization; it is 
enveloped, to varying degrees, by a distinct moral universe (Berger and Luck- 
mann, 1966) which endows this goal with meaning, boundaries, and plausi- 
bility. The counter-cultural movements of the 1960s engendered several 
significant new elective centers, generally conceived in terms of “liberation,” 
and helped crystallize and institutionalize some older ones, whose inception 
pre-dated the 1960s. 

In this paper an attempt will be made to examine the relevance of the 
late J. Talmon’s concept of “totalitarian democracy” (1952) to the study of 
the counter-cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s; these will be analyzed 
in terms of a typology of their elective centers and of the soteriological means 
which they proposed for their realization. In this way, the applicability of 
Talmon’s concept (which was originally limited within an historical context) 
would be analytically expanded, enabling us to generalize the dynamics of 
totalitarian democracy proposed by Talmon to other than historical contexts. 

Following the theoretical background, we first classify the elective centers 
of counter-cultural movements by two major dimensions: (a) the direction of 
liberation which they propose (inner-directed or outer-directed) and (b) the 
degree of their absoluteness (pluralistic or monopolistic). Second, we detach 
Talmon’s (1952) concept of totalitarian democracy from its historical context 
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and endow it with a wider analytical meaning. Finally, we examine various 
modern counter-cultural movements to determine if, and to what extent, they 
manifest the basic traits of the dynamics of totalitarian democracy. 

Talmon’s concept suggests a particular kind of ideological dynamics in 
which a specific value is elevated to the level of an absolute ideal, making its 
achievement desirable at any cost. Thus, a contradiction emerges between the 
substance of the ideal and the means advocated for its realization, leading to a 
paradox: the apparent realization of an exalted ideal in fact engenders its very 
opposite. Thus, in the name of a future total liberty, thousands of people may 
be denied freedom, and even murdered mercilessly, killed as it were “for their 
own good.” We shall examine the contemporary modern counter-cultural 
movements for a similarly paradoxical dynamic. 

Theoretical Background 

The late modern world is marked by a strong tendency toward radical 
secularization (Cohen, in press). Its fullest early formulation is found in the 
philosophy of F. Nietzsche, but its most pervasive institutional and socio- 
psychological consequences are to be found in the contemporary West. There 
is a widespread sense of the “decline of the sacred” (Ferrarotti, 1979), a loss 
of connection between the organization of society and its fundamental cul- 
tural values. This is accompanied by widespread personal decentralization, 
i.e. an absence of a clear and pervasive personal hierarchy of values and goals, 
-.rhich endows the individual’s life with meaning and direction (Kavolis, 1970; 
Lohen, Ben-Yehuda, and Aviad, 1987). The decentralization in turn engen- 
ders an urgent “quest for meaning” (Bellah, 1976; Ben-Yehuda, 1985:chap. 
3; Stark and Bainbridge, 1985), as an expression of the desire to overcome 
that state. 

The personal problems engendered by radical secularization find their 
strongest expression in the younger generation and were doubtlessly a major 
factor in the effervescence of youth in the 1960s and 1970s. This generation, 
and the various social, religious and political movements to which it gave rise, 
are marked by a series of apparent contradictions and paradoxes: alienation 
from society and absolute commitment to some of its ultimate values; aim- 
lessness and idealism; anarchistic individualism and utopian collectivism. 
These contradictions and paradoxes derive from a tendency marking a sig- 
nificant proportion of late modern youth, to move away from the unreflective 
conformism with modern society, its goals and institutions, characteristic of 
an earlier generation, in two opposite directions: towards scepticism on the 
one hand and fundamentalism on the other. This double tendency marks, to 
varying degrees, most of the movements of the generation of the 1960s and 
1970s. In some movements it is expressed in a radical rejection of modern 
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society, its goals and institutions, on the basis, however, of some of its own fun- 
damental values. These take the guise of absolute ideals, in the name of which 
present and imperfect institutional arrangements are to be destroyed, if need be 
by violent action, in order for these ideals to be fully realized. In the more ex- 
treme movements it involves a complete rejection of modern society, including 
its ultimate values and even its rationality (Roszak, 1969), in the name of com- 
plete individual liberation and freedom. This rejection, however, is often ac- 
companied by an unreflective and total acceptance of novel ways to individual 
and social salvation. While some authors (e.g., Westhues, 1972:8-12, 34) prefer 
to reserve the term “counter-culture” only for the latter type of movements, to 
us it appears that it should be applied to both: for not only did the same individ- 
uals often switch precipitately from one to the other, but some of the movements 
which this generation engendered equivocated between them. 

This tension between the tendency to both scepticism and fundamental- 
ism in the counter-cultural movements reflects a more general quality of 
“post-modern man” (Kavolis, 1970), marked by a loss of a stable, but dy- 
namic and pluralistic, hierarchy of value-preferences; he or she hence tends 
to the extremes of total uncompromising value-commitment on the one hand, 
and the nihilistic negation of all accepted values and meanings on the other. 
The two tendencies frequently oscillate; a ‘decentralized’ personality (Kavolis, 
1970:439n) may precipitatingly commit itself absolutely and unconditionally 
to a single value, only to abandon it as precipitatingly for another. This ap- 
parently erratic personal response reflects, in our view, a basic structural 
problem of late modern society: the loss of a strong “center,” capable of 
attracting and gaining permanent hold of the allegiance of many of its younger 
members and of directing their activities into the mold of an institutional 
system. “Post-modern” individuals, nevertheless generally seek to “recen- 
tralize” their world (Cohen, Ben-Yehuda, and Aviad, 1987) through adher- 
ence to one of the symbolic-moral universes enveloping a host of competing 

elective centers” (Cohen, Ben-Yehuda, and Aviad, 1987; Cohen, 1979), 
such as those proposed by the new cults and religions, new life styles and 
communal movements, as well as by radical movements. Each of these typi- 
cally embodies a vision of some ultimate salvational goal and proposes a 
“salvational path,” i.e. means and ways by which that goal can be reached. 
Both goals and paths vary widely, as we shall yet see below. The “post modern” 
individuals, facing this wide choice of goals of the new salvationism and lack- 
ing stable criteria for judgment and discrimination, tend either to move from 
one elective center to another in a continuous quest which Greeley (1981) 
called “religious musical chairs,” or to jump from total alienation to absolute 
and indiscriminate allegiance to one of these elective centers, only, in most 
cases, to fall away again after the thrill of the new experience lost its grip. 

“ 
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It thus appears that such elective centers may merely help the individual 
to find his “personal” religion (Berger, 1979; Bellah, 1970) and are not serious 
contenders for the reconstitution of society on the basis of some underlying 
principles. Indeed, even those centers which declare revolutionary change as 
their goal, often attract their adherents primarily for the fun and kick they 
derive from the revolutionary activities themselves (Myerhoff, 1972:25 1-266) 
and for the channels they provide to justify their rejection and hatred of estab- 
lished society, rather than for strong ideological reasons. Most elective cen- 
ters contending for the allegiance of late modern youth are weak and under- 
developed and often marked by a strong “liminal” character (Turner, 1977; 
Cohen, 1984). They thus may appeal to the youths’ aspirations for liberation, 
but their potential for “institution building’’ is usually limited, since they do 
not hold out a clear image of the future state of personal or social salvation or 
a realistic blueprint for its attainment (cf. Kavolis, 1970:439). Such centers 
do not usually succeed to build up a strong organization with a permanently 
committed membership. Hence, most movements emerging around these 
elective centers are either ephemeral and loose assemblies of individuals, 
without organization and leadership, or, if they get organized, disintegrate 
quickly. However, a small but important proportion of such movements 
succeeded to develop an ideology and a blueprint for salvation and to create 
comprehensive institutional devices through which new adherents become 
virtually irrevocably attached to them, especially by methods often referred 
to as “brain washing.” These movements thus succeeded in maintaining a 
permanent and devoted membership. It is this particular phenomenon of 
catching adherents and entangling them psychologically or socially in the 
institutional framework emerging around some of these new elective centers, 
which raises the problem of the extent to and the sense in which such centers 
manifest a dynamics resembling that of the totalitarian democracy, as described 
by Talmon for an earlier period of modern Western history. 

Talmon conceived the concept of totalitarian democracy in terms ade- 
quate for the analysis of an historical Western intellectual and ideological 
tradition, which endowed the realm of politics with the absoluteness of salva- 
tional religion in earlier periods and hence led to ‘political Messianism’ (Tal- 
mon, 1952:3-6). To make his idea sociologically accessible and more generally 
applicable, we have to abstract it from its specific historical context and restate 
the dynamics which it embodies in more general analytic terms. The historical 
specificity lost thereby will be compensated for by the wider applicability of 
the concept: it will then become possible, on the one hand, to indicate a basic 
similarity between the dynamics of Talmon’s totalitarian democracy and that 
of some contemporary counter-cultural movements which are not necessarily 
based on identical value premises. On the other hand, it will also become 
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possible to differentiate the varieties of the dynamics of those movements and 
thus eventually formulate a typology of phenomena manifesting the dynamics 
characteristic of totalitarian democracy. Such a typology will go beyond 
Talmon’s original intention and help us gain new insights into the nature of 
different counter-cultural movements. 

Such a generalization of Talmon’s concept of totalitarian democracy 
takes the following form: a value (in Talmon’s concept, liberty) is elevated by 
an ideology (in Talmon’s $oncept, political), to the level of an absolute ideal. 
Such an elevation makes its attainment desirable at any cost, so that the range 
of permissible means of realization is radically extended. It also leads to the 
denial of the partial realization of the ideal in the name of its absolute future 
realization. A contradiction thus emerges between the substance of the ideal 
and the means and ways advocated for its realization. This may lead to the 
paradoxical result, that, in the name of the ideal, its very opposite is realized 
in actuality. Talmon’s totalitarian democracy is a prime example of this dy- 
namics, but as we shall see, the contemporary counter-cultural scene supplies 
some others, which are not based on identical value premises as Talmon’s 
totalitarian democracy but manifest a similar dynamics. 

Counter-Cultural Movements-A Typology 

Alienation from the established Western society and its social, political, 
and economic arrangements was a common characteristic of the counter-cul- 
tural movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Instead of the conventional goals 
of that society, the counter-cultural movements proposed a variety of new and 
widely differing goals. 

The soteriological goals of most counter-cultural movements were only 
vaguely formulated: owing to the primacy of their sense of alienation, the 
founders and adherents of these movements had a much clearer idea of what 
they were rejecting than of the alternatives to which they were attracted. The 
common denominator of these movements was thus a general desire for per- 
sonal “liberation,” which appears to be particularly germaine to an alienated 
and “decentralized” generation. This ideal of liberation, however, should not 
be simply equated with the idea of “liberty,” as conceived by the classic 
western political theorists, with which Talmon begins his analysis (Talmon, 
1952: 1 ff). Rather, it is a much vaguer, broader and perhaps even more radical 
idea which was given a wide spectrum of more specific connotations in the 
salvational goals of the various contending elective centers of late modernity, 
be they religious cults, social experiments, or political movements. 

For our purposes it suffices to distinguish between elective centers of these 
movements in terms of two principal variables. The first relates to the major 
directions of liberation which they advocate: 
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( 1 )  Inner-directed liberation is oriented towards the self-realiztion of the 
individual by his own efforts. Though often inspired by some Oriental religious 
soteriological ideas, the quest for inner-directed liberation has been translated 
into Western terms, in that the liberation was conceived of as the development 
of the individual’s hidden potential, and the creation of the conditions for him 
to be himself, or to “do his own thing.” Though the achievement of this end 
may necessitate his rejection of the values and conventions imposed by the 
established society, the idea of inner-directed liberation does not necessarily 
advocate an active overthrow of the existing social order and the creation of 
a revolutionary new one. 

(2) Outer-directed liberation, though also ultimately seeking the liberation 
of the individual, is first and foremost concerned with the realization of a radi- 
cal change in the wider society, which is seen as a conditio sine qua non of even- 
tual personal liberation. Rather than aspiring for immediate personal libera- 
tion, the individual is called upon to contribute first to the liberation of all 
humanity. It is believed that once this collective liberation is accomplished, 
personal liberation will follow automatically. Justice and equality, as precon- 
ditions of such universal liberation, are here emphasized. This direction hence 
possesses a revolutionary potential which is virtually absent in the idea of 
inner-directed liberation. 

This distinction resembles that made by Zicklin (1983: 26-27) between 
two “contrasting views of freedom.” Zicklin distinguished between the 
“movement” which acted “politically against the forces of repression and 
control” (our “outer-directed liberation”) and the cultural radicals who 
sought to liberate “the self from the repression of established institutions and 
prevailing values’’ (our “inner-directed liberation”). For the latter “ [Flree- 
dom could be found by opting out of the mainstream society and living in the 
interstices and backwaters of the system or in enclaves of kindred spirits.” 
Aberle (1966:3 16-3 17) similarly distinguishes between social movements 
which are oriented towards the change of the social structure as against those 
whose aim it is to change the individual (cf. also Bromley and Shupe, 1979: 
22-23). 

The second major dimension of classification of the elective centers of 
counter-cultural movements relates to the extent to which they conceived of 
themselves, and of the soteriological goals and values which they embody, in 
unique and exclusive, i.e. absolute, terms; whether they see themselves as 
possessing a monopoly of salvation, or whether they are willing to grant at 
least partial legitimation to other values or salvational goals and paths to their 
realization. The ideas of absoluteness and exclusiveness are of central impor- 
tance for our topic, since we assume that the more absolute and exclusive an 
elective center is, the stronger will be the tendency of its adherents to an extreme 



COUNTER-CULTURAL MOVEMENTS AND TOTALITARIAN DEMOCRACY 379 

radicalization of the means for the realization of the goal it embodies. Accord- 
ingly, we differentiate between two major types of centers on this dimension: 

(1) Pluralistic elective centers conceive of their version of the salvational goal 
of liberation and the path to its attainment as one among a plurality of possible 
versions, and not as the only and exclusive one. Such centers manifest varying 
degrees of tolerance towards other versions of their own salvational goal or 
even towards other such goals. They thus recognize the validity of some com- 
mon values which are not narrowly related to the attainment of their goal. 
Thereby they endow even their antagonists with at least a limited legitimacy, 
and consequently, impose upon their own conduct some “rules of the game,” 
which will block any tendency to an extreme radicalization of the means of 
struggle for the realization of their goal. 

( 2 )  Monopolistic elcctiue centers conceive of their own version of the goal of 
liberation and of the path to its attainment in absolute terms, as the only pos- 
sible, valid, and “correct” ones. The conviction which such a conception 
inspires in their adherents, of being in possession of an exclusive, absolute, 
and undeniable truth, engenders in them a tendency towards the radicaliza- 
tion of means: the absolute value of the goal is worth absolute sacrifice, whether 
of oneself or of others. 

Additional variables distinguishing between counter-cultural movements 
could, of course, be introduced-particularly ones relating to their distinctive 
“orientations to the world,” as implemented, e.g. by Wallis (1984:4-7) in his 
classification of new religions. However, we found that this variable did not 
distinguish significantly between those counter-cultural movements which 
manifest a totalitarian tendency and those which do not; it may, however, 
prove relevant to a more detailed analysis of the mechanisms of control in 
those movements which do show such a tendency. This problem, however, 
is beyond the scope of the present paper. 

Combining the two major dimensions of our categorization of elective 
centers of counter-cultural movements, we obtain a four-fold table (Table 1) 
into which virtually all such movements can be classified. 

This is admittedly a purely analytical classification; any particular coun- 
ter-cultural movement may be located in-between the cells of the table: it may 
also move from one cell into another in the course of its historical develop- 
ment. The classification, however, suffices for our particular purpose-the 
examination of the potential of different types of counter-cultural movements 
for a dynamic resembling that of totalitarian democracy. 

The Developmental Dynamics of Counter-Cultural Movements 

Within the scope of a brief exposition, we cannot possibly examine the 
myriad counter-cultural movements which cropped up in the western world 



380 ERIK COHEN AND NACHMAN BEN-YEHUDA 

Table 1 
A Classification of Counter-Cultural Movements by Major Dimensions 

of Their ‘Elective Centers’ 

Direction of Liberation 

Degree of Absoluteness Inner-directed Outer-directed 

(1) Movements o f  (3) Radical Protest 
Pluralistic Sey-Fulfillment Movements 

(Hippies, Drifters, (New Left) 
Drug Culture) 

(2) Cults o f  Sey- (4) Revolutiona7y 
Monopolistic Realization Movements 

(Scientology, (Terrorism) 
Emin, etc.) 

in the 1960s and 1970s. Rather, we shall limit ourselves to a few illustrative 
examples which appear to be fairly representative of the principal types of 
these movements. The goal of this analytical exercise is to examine the poten- 
tial for the development of the characteristic dynamics of totalitarian democracy 
in each of the specific cases. In the concluding discussion we shall treat the 
cases comparatively. 

( I )  Movements of Self-Fu@llment 

This type will be illustrated by the “hippies,” but our presentation is 
equally applicable to the drifters (Cohen, 1973) and the drug culture, which 
also fall into this type. 

Like those others, the hippies were a “movement” only in a vague sense 
of the term. They were composed of a variety of heterogeneous elements (cf. 
Partridge, 1973:9-10) and had no over-all organization, but they shared some 
common attitudes and ideas and a common style in appearance and way of 
life. 

The hippies were radically alienated from contemporary values and goals 
prevailing in the established society and sought an alternative to the pursuit 
of material achievements and social advancement as major modern life goals. 
However, rather than seek to change or revolutionize established society, the 
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hippies dropped out from it (Golembiewski, et al. 1979:69ff). Dropping out 
was a liberating experience, which was the hippies’ specific goal. The elective 
center of the hippie movement, however, was a weakly developed one: neither 
the objective nor the path to self-fulfillment were given strict formulation or 
made binding upon the adherents to the movement. Rather, each individual 
was expected to find his or her own way to self-fulfillment; this conception is 
succinctly expressed in the principal hippie maxim of “doing your own thing.” 
The movement thus had an expressly anarchistic tendency and advocated an 
extreme tolerance and non-interference with others. While spontaneous com- 
munication with others was appreciated, the movement was not conducive 
to the establishment of permanently functioning institutions. 

Though, as Westhues (1972: 19Off; see also Zablocki, 1980) argued, there 
may have been a transition in the hippie movement from urban “pads” to 
rural, communal forms of life, both hippie pads and communes were shifty 
affairs, without leadership or organization, members joining and leaving at 
will (Yablonsky, 1968); most disintegrated soon after their establishment. 

Though attractive to many “decentralized” members of the younger 
generation, the hippie movement had virtually no potential for institution 
building. Once the first impetus was spent, the movement gradually petered 
out. The legacy of the hippies are not new institutional edifices, but rather a 
distinctive popular cultural style, prevalent among contemporary youth, find- 
ing external manifestation particularly in clothing and hair style; these, how- 
ever, do not express any spiritual affinity between the contemporary youth 
and the hippies (cf. Partridge, 1973:82). 

The drug culture which was entwined with the hippie movement, but 
not identical with it, and drifter tourism (Cohen, 1973) manifested similar 
tendencies to those characteristic of the hippie movement. None of these phe- 
nomena, neither the hippies nor any other movements of Self-fulfillment, 
showed any signs of a dynamics akin to that of totalitarian democracy. 

An interesting transitional type between the hippies and the New Left 
are the Yippies, who incorporated the basic ideals of the hippies, but were also 
committed to radical political ideas (Stansill and Mairowitz, 1971: 105-1 14). 
The Yippie slogan of “Revolution for the hell of it!” could be seen as an exter- 
nalization of the ideal of self-fulfillment embodied in “doing your own thing.’’ 
The Yippies thus constituted the most anarchistic wing of the New Left, the 
one with the lowest potential for totalitarian democracy. Like the hippies, 
they also disappeared soon after the effervescence of the counter-culture died 
away, without leaving a lasting impact on the contemporary political scene. 

(2) Cults of Self-Realization 

The 1960s and 1970s saw the flourishing of a wide variety of cults of 
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self-realization, many of them ephemeral affairs, which disappeared as quickly 
as they emerged. Some, however, persevered and eventually succeeded in 
establishing impressive organizational edifices and became new, “this-worldly ” 
(Woodrum, 1985) religions. One of the most prominent among these is 
Scientology, which will serve as our case study of this type of counter-cultural 
movement (Wallis, 1976; Stark and Bainbridge, 1985). 

Founded in the 1950s (originally at Dianetics), i.e. before the emergence 
of the counter-culture as a widespread phenomenon, Scientology later attracted 
adherents from among the same generation of youth which has been attracted 
to other counter-cultural movements. Under the leadership of its founder, the 
popular science-fiction author L. Ron Hubbard, Scientology was transformed 
into a world-wide, quasi-religious organization, the so-called “Church of 
Scientology.” The church offers the salvational goal of self-liberation and 
self-realization of the individual, conceived in theological terms as a long 
process of release of the Thetan, the primeval life force of the immortal ego, 
which is said to have become entangled in finite existence. The Thetan is to 
be assisted to return to its original unfettered state and freed of the various 
“engrams” (in the peculiar jargon of Dianetics-Scientology) which subdue it. 
The person who has thus become “perfectly clear,” i.e. without any engram 
inscribed upon him, is liberated and a free cause of his actions, rather than 
merely responding to external causation. He is pure thought and pure energy 
(Wallis, 1976:chap. 4). 

This state, however, can be achieved exclusively by engaging upon the 
particular salvational path offered by the Church of Scientology, which com- 
mits the individual to subscribe to a series of courses, or “classes,” each a 
degree higher than the preceding one, conducted by authorized “auditors. ” 
In these courses the individual is gradually socialized into the moral universe 
and language of Scientology and thereby made increasingly dependent on it 
for his social and psychological support, even as he becomes gradually estranged 
from his previous social surroundings. As Scientologists pursue their pur- 
ported goal of liberation, they in fact submit themselves totally to the direction 
of their “auditors.” The closer the individual appears to be approaching the 
ultimate goal of “perfect clarity,” the more extreme this submission becomes. 
The paradoxical consequence of the involvement with Scientology is thus the 
opposite of its apparent goal in that it resembles the operation of totalitarian 
democracy. This result, however, is achieved without physical coercion by 
subtle means of indoctrination, often referred to as “brain-washing.” A pro- 
cess similar to that found in Scientology can be observed, to various degrees, 
in other movements of self-realization, such as Synanon (Yablonsky, 1967; 
Mitchell, Mitchell, and Ofshe, 1982), Emin and Krishna Consciousness. 

In Scientology, however, there is an obverse side to these activities which 
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brings it even closer to totalitarian democracy: its advocacy of annihilation 
of its most conspicuous adversaries. This tendency is expressed, in the pecu- 
liar language of the movement, in the proclamation that there exist “suppres- 
sive personalities” (i. e. those who oppose Scientology), proclaimed by Hub- 
bard to be “fair game” for any kind of violence (Wallis, 1976: 144). According 
to Hubbard, members who have taken action against such suppressive per- 
sonalities should not be subject to prosecution. Even though, in an effort to 
improve its public image, Scientololgy in fact discontinued such actions and 
showed greater tolerance than initially towards competing movements, the 
doctrine of the existence of “suppressive personalities” was never officially 
abandoned. Scientology was involved in many scandals revolving on allega- 
tions of non-Scientologists that they were spied on, attacked, and lied to by 
Scientologists, as well as on letters allegedly fabricated by the Church of 
Scientology to defame its critics (for examples, see Wallis, 1976:214-221). 
Scientology hence gained notoriety as being violently abusive towards its 
critics. 

The founders of movements of self-realization apparently tend to self- 
canonization: They seem to convince themselves, or be persuaded by others, 
that they enjoy a particular charismatic gift which endows them with the facul- 
ty to perceive the ultimate truth of existence and path to salvation. This gift 
sets them apart from ordinary mortals. Thus Hubbard declared that he achieved 
the ultimate stage of liberation of his Thetan and was “perfectly clear.” He 
enjoyed the status of a saviour among adherents, who referred to him as “the 
Source” (Wallis, 1976: 138-139). To enhance his extraordinary standing he 
settled in Britain in a locality called “Saint’s Hill.” Similar tendencies can 
be found among other founders of new religions. Rev. Moon, the founder of 
the Church of Unification, enjoys a messianic or even divine status among 
his believers (Bromley and Shupe, 1979:40-43, 110-1 13). The extraordinary 
status of the founder obviously reinforces the authoritarian tendencies in such 
movements and facilitates the introduction of totalitarian means of control. 

(3) Radical Protest Movements 

The New Left is a generic designation for an evolutionary swarm of radi- 
cal, anti-establishment, extra-parliamentary movements in Europe and 
America (Bouchier, 1978:44), which, influenced by neo-Marxist and neo- 
Freudian thinkers like Marcuse and Reich and revolutionaries like Mao Tse 
Tung, Franz Fanon, and Che Guevara, strove to revolutionize late modern 
western society along lines which would lead to personal, sexual, and political 
liberation. The New Left was critical of both western democracy and eastern 
state socialism. Its spirit and organization differed sharply from the “ [Glrim, 
disciplined and ideologically rigid . . . Old Left . . .” (Bouchier, 1978:44); 
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it was opposed to dogmatism and institutionalization and sought to preserve a 
spontaneity of thought and action absent in the older leftist movements. It 
sought to resolve its internal controversies by debate and not by coercion. In 
all this its programs advocated the very opposite of totalitarian democracy. 

Despite its radical rejection of the prevailing political and socio-economic 
regimes in the western countries and its denial of liberal democracy, the New 
Left did not seek to establish an all-encompassing political party which would 
strive to attain power nor did it elaborate a single, dominant ideology, binding 
on all of its members. Rather, it sought to preserve its continuous vitality by 
emphasizing action rather than ideology and concern with major current 
issues rather than abstract, world-historical ones. Indeed, its major concerns 
were the concrete struggles for civil rights for American blacks and the cessa- 
tion of the Vietnam War. While these served as concrete foci of action, the 
revolutionary ideology enveloping them was vague and ill-defined. The 
utopian image of a future ideal society as a soteriological goal was much less 
clearly elaborated than it has been in classical Marxism. While such non- 
dogmatic openness bore witness to the strongly individualistic and, indeed, 
anarchistic streak in the New Left, it coexisted in the ideology of some of the 
New Left movements with a radically collectivistic, particularly Maoistic 
tendency. The two trends were not well integrated, and the contradiction be- 
tween them was one of the foci of continuous internal debates. But, despite 
internal controversies the New Left was, on the whole, remarkably free of 
attempts to monopolize leadership through the imposition of a single ideology 
and a charismatic leader upon the movement. 

The New Left as a whole did not, at least during the short period of its 
effervescence, manifest marked totalitarian tendencies, even if it used violent 
means of extra-parliamentary political struggle. Its ideological openness and 
organizational looseness might indeed have contributed towards its virtual 
resolution in the early 19709, once the enthusiasm raised by the large issues of 
the 1960s lost its impetus. The New Left, however, harbored a totalitarian 
potential beneath its apparently open and anarchistic surface. This was fully 
realized only in those revolutionary terrorist movements which sprung up 
from among its ranks, but it was reflected in the ideological and material 
support that many of the members of the New Left were prepared to extend to 
counter-cultural terrorism. 

Terrorism emerged from the New Left by giving exclusive priority to one 
of its two contradictory underlying trends. It is hence necessary to define a 
boundary line which separates the New Left as a whole from counter-cultural 
revolutionary terrorism. 

Despite their common radicalism and burning desire to destroy the pre- 
vailing social order, the various movements comprising the New Left differed 
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considerably in the means and tactics of their struggle. Almost by definition, 
these means and tactics ranged beyond the rules of civil politics and the demo- 
cratic political game. But, in the majority of New Left movements, the maxim 
that “the end justifies the means,” which inevitably leads to extremism and 
totalitarianism, was not accepted. Rather, the various movements comprising 
the New Left evolved their own rules of the extra-parliamentary game which 
they loosely applied in their struggle against the established social order. These 
rules legitimated a variety of means of radical struggle, including violent 
demonstrations, clashes with the police, sit-ins, street theaters, and similar 
forms of political satire. But the rules limited the struggle to what was com- 
monly called “acts of civil disobedience” and precluded the use of more ex- 
treme forms of violence, such as firearms, bombs, murder and sabotage. This 
was accompanied by a non-violent and generally tolerant attitude towards 
opponents within the New Left. Such self-restraint reflected the pluralistic 
nature of the bulk of the New Left movements and their acceptance of some 
common values, such as the sanctity of human life; it also indicated that the 
various New Left movements admitted at least some alternative paths to the 
vague salvational goals shared by most of them. These attitudes precluded, or 
at least restrained, the emergence of extremism. Only when this openness and 
pluralism was abandoned, in the name of absolute adherence to a single and 
exclusive salvational idea and path to its realization (as was the case in the 
counter-cultural terrorist movements), no limits were set any more to the 
struggle against those who were perceived as opponents or enemies, and no 
general human values and “rules of the game” were accepted as constraints 
on action. 

(4) RcvolutioMty Mounnmts 

Insofar as such movements sprung up from within the New Left, they 
adopted clandestine acts of terrorism as their principal means of struggle, 
rather than open mass-insurrection, as did the orthodox communist revolu- 
tionary movements. They were also less regimented than the latter, even if 
they, in general, tended to emphasize the radically collectivistic component of 
the ideology of the New Left, at the expense of the individualistic and an- 
archistic one. 

Many of the adherents of revolutionary terrorist movements were fired 
by an absolutistic commitment to fundamental values, such as social justice 
and social liberation, the realization of which they conceived in terms of simple 
Marxist or Maoist maxims. However, though more dogmatic than the rank- 
and-file of the New Left, the members of terrorist movements were not overly 
concerned with ideology. Rather, their conviction of being in possession of 
the truth leading to the goal of universal justice and liberation, was reflected in 
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their tendency to concrete radical action; and, being convinced of the ab- 
soluteness of their truth, they removed the barriers which restrained most of 
the New Left movements from extreme actions. Since for them the end ap- 
peared to justify the means, their conviction of holding the sole key to salva- 
tion justified an unlimited extremism of means of struggle. It was this dynamics 
of thought and action which made the counter-cultural terrorists appear to 
many as misguided idealists (e.g., Fiorillo, 1979:261-262). But this principal 
trend was seconded by a less intellectual and more expressive individual 
motive, found among some of their leaders and many of their rank-and-file 
members: a thirst for action which excels in the destruction of the prevailing 
regime (Fiorillo, 1979:267), with little regard to some ultimate soteriological 
goal. This combination of distinct but complementary motives endowed the 
counter-culture terrorist movements with their explosive and destructive 
nature; however, they never posed a serious threat to the established social 
order, because they were unable to mobilize the necessary mass support for 
the destructive means of struggle which they advocated and practiced. This 
lack of support was, at least to some degree, caused by the lack of wider com- 
prehension for the apparently indiscriminate use of their means of struggle 
-which in the eyes of the terrorists themselves were justified by their cosmo- 
politanism, that is, their ideological conviction of the singleness of the enemy 
and global interconnectedness of his regime. This cosmpolitanism is impres- 
sively illustrated by the belief of the leaders of the German RAF (Revolu- 
tionary Army Faction), also known as the Baader-Meinhof Gang (which will 
serve here as our case study), that an incendiary attack on a department store 
in Frankfurt was a contribution to the fight against imperialism in Vietnam 
(Becker, 1977:65). 

The RAF, indeed, manifests many of the salient features of most counter- 
cultural movements. Rather than a preconceived and deliberately founded 
movement, with a well-defined ideology, goals, and program of operations, 
the RAF emerged spontaneously and rather fortuitously (Becker, 1977: 105, 
175), from within the more extreme elements of the German New Left in the 
1960s. 

The leadership of the RAF displayed an interesting contrast between the 
personalities of its leading members. On the one hand there were individuals, 
such as G. Ensslin and U. Meinhof, whose predisposition to a very strong 
commitment to absolute values had originated in a rigid Christian upbringing 
(Becker, 1977:737) and was later transferred to their social revolutionary 
ideals (Becker, 1977:66-67, 110ff.). On the other hand, there were indi- 
viduals, such as A. Baader, whose complete personal decentralization and 
utter rejection of established society was conspicuously expressed in the epithet 
“shit,” which he applied to any kind of socially sanctioned activity or en- 
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deavor prior to his involvement with the gang which eventually came to bear 
his name (Becker, 1977:74) and to which he became absolutely committed. 
Significantly, both these extremely dissimilar types of personalities were led, 
by very different paths, to the use of the most violent means of struggle against 
indiscriminately chosen targets-the former by their commitment to absolute 
values which seemed to justify any kind of action serving their realization 
even in the most devious way; the latter, at least initially, by his love for 
violent action as such which found in terrorism a welcome outlet and justifica- 
tion. 

Like in counter-cultural terrorist movements in general, the volatility of 
the RAF was not so much inspired by its neo-Marxist ideology or by the 
enthusiasm of its members for an utopian vision of society as by the deep 
hatred of the prevailing socio-political order. Unlike in millenarianism, the 
inspiration for action was derived less from an ultimate soteriological goal as 
from the thirst for immediate action against the “system” which was pictured 
as the embodiment of all evil (Becker, 1977:73). This image, in turn, seemed 
to justify the use of any means available for its destruction. Moreover, the 

system” was not conceived in narrow national terms, but rather in broad 
cosmopolitan ones; the variety of existing political regimes in the west was 
reduced to a single ubiquitous enemy-imperialism and, particularly, Ameri- 
can imperialism (Becker, 1977:233). 

This concretization and, as it were, demonization of the enemy enabled 
the movement to see and fight him indiscriminately everywhere-just as the 
Devil may lurk behind any innocent situation in Christian demonology. It is 
here that the RAF, and other counter-culture terrorist movements, take up an 
attitude characteristic of totalitarian democracy: with the proviso, however, 
that, owing to the stage in which the struggle of the RAF was found, the 
demonized enemy was still an external, rather than an internal one, as he is in 
the totalitarian democracy dealt with by Talmon. But this externalization of 
the totalitarian tendency prevailed precisely because the terrorist movement 
had not yet achieved its main aim-victory over imperialism. Once this aim 
had been achieved, the very totalitarian means of struggle would very likely be 
redirected towards an equally demonized internal enemy, and a full-fledged 
totalitarian democracy would emerge. 

The same argument could be made from another perspective: the nucleus 
of the RAF, and of other counter-cultural terrorist organizations, was com- 
posed of a small group of dedicated individuals and supported by ideologically 
like-minded sympathizers from the New Left. In the spirit of the New Left, 
such groups were in permanent effervescence, and, inspired by an anti- 
authoritarian outlook, did not develop a strong leadership or hierarchical 
organization. Rather, much of the time of the full-time members was spent in 

“ 
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heated debates, as to the aims and tactics of the movement in which leaders 
like Baader, Ensslin, and Meinhof did not always easily prevail (Becker, 
1977). The RAF, indeed, preserved the internal openness characteristic of 
the German New Left movements and did not develop the hierarchical 
authoritarian structure typical of other underground movements, such as that 
of the Italian Red Brigades (Pisano, 1979). One could argue, however, that 
the RAF was destroyed by the authorities before such a structure coagulated. 
In any case, it did strive to eliminate traitors to the cause, as do other terrorist 
movements (Becker, 1977:259-260). We hypothesize that, in the unlikely case 
that such a movement as the RAF successfully took over a country, the ex- 
treme means which it employed in the struggle against the “external” enemy 
would then be directed against the “internal” enemy: against the rank-and-file 
of the population now under its control who do not wholeheartedly support their 
own “liberation,” and eventually, as an authoritarian leadership emerged, 
against some of the veteran core members of the movement, nominally be- 
cause they had deviated from the correct ideology, in fact, to prevent dissent 
and safeguard authoritarian control. In the RAF, indeed, signs of a leadership 
struggle could be discerned during the last phase of its existence, when A. 
Baader began to claim authority over the group (Becker, 1977:lOl). Such 
struggles, here observed only in their inception, could well lead to the develop- 
ment of a totalitarian democracy, if the movement, rather than the authorities, 
had proved victorious. 

We wish to emphasize, however, that a stable takeover of power by such a 
movement would be unlikely, not only because the counter-cultural terrorist 
movements failed to gain the support of wider strata of western society, and 
thus from the start did not pose a real threat to the established western socio- 
political order; but also because, having a “weak center,” it is doubtful that 
such movements would be capable of mobilizing the means for institution 
building necessary for the actual transformation of society upon the assump- 
tion of power. Their impetus was primarily destructive, rather than construc- 
tive, their organization makeshift, and their program of action, however 
intense, inarticulate. It is in this respect, to our mind, that counter-cultural 
terrorist movements differ radically from orthodox communist revolutionary 
movements which possess a high potential for institution building, however 
much resented their efforts may be by a significant portion of the population 
over which they assumed power. 

Concluding Discussion 

In this paper we attempted to examine the potential for the development 
of totalitarian democracy in the various types of counter-cultural movements 
of the 1960s and 1970s. We interpreted the ethos of the counter-culture as a 



COUNTER-CULTURAL MOVEMENTS AND TOTALITARIAN DEMOCRACY 389 

quest for new elective centers among a largely alienated and decentralized 
generation of western youth. This generation was marked by a characteristic 
oscillation between complete personal decentralization accompanied by the 
absence of a course and purpose in life, and an enthusiastic and absolute em- 
bracement of various elective centers, irrespective of whether these represent 
an endeavor to retrieve some fundamental values of western culture, deemed 
flouted by contemporary established society, or radical alternatives to the 
values of that culture. This idealistic tendency to absoluteness could, under 
certain conditions, give rise to a dynamic resembling that of Talmon’s con- 
cept of totalitarian democracy. However, in order to relate the counter-cul- 
tural movements to totalitarian democracy we found it necessary to generalize 
Talmon’s historically formulated conception. Its basic contention seems to be 
that a salvational idea engenders, by its very ultimativeness and elevatedness, 
a dynamic which permits the ever more indiscriminate use of absolute means 
for its realization so that the original ideal becomes eventually perverted into 
its very opposite. Talmon’s historical totalitarian democracy can thus be seen 
as a special case of this type of process which occurs when the political domain, 
like the religious domain in the past, comes to encompass the totality of exis- 
tence (Talmon, 1952: 1-2). The contemporary counter-cultural movements 
are neither strictly political nor religious, but rather oscillate between these 
poles. Hence, their salvational goal is not just political “liberty,” but “libera- 
tion” in a more general, existential sense. 

The question, therefore, emerges: Under what conditions will the idea 
of “liberation” give rise to the typical dynamics exemplified by totalitarian 
democracy? To deal with this question, we distinguished four types of counter- 
cultural movements, according to two major axes: the direction of the move- 
ment’s liberating effort (inner- or outer-directed) and the degree of absolute- 
ness of its ideology (pluralistic or monopolistic). Inner-directed pluralistic 
movements, i.e. movements of self-fulfillment as exemplified by the hippies, 
were found devoid of any such dynamics. Outer-directed pluralistic move- 
ments, i.e. movements of radical protest, exemplified by the New Left, did 
also not, on the whole, manifest such a tendency; but the movements of the 
New Left were marked by an authoritarian undercurrent which conflicted 
with their pluralistic openness and harbored a totalitarian potential. This 
achieved primacy in the monopolistic outer-directed movements, i.e. move- 
ments of counter-cultural terrorism, which emerged from the extreme fringes 
of the New Left. In these movements, exemplified here by the RAF, an ab- 
solutization of the revolutionary soteriological vision has occurred, which 
induced their members to flout the “rules of the game” still observed even 
by the radical New Left movements and enrouted them towards an unlimited 
extremism of revolutionary struggle, expressed in indiscriminate acts of 
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terrorism. Counter-cultural terrorism has a definitely totalitarian streak, but, 
in the stage of development which such movements as the RAF have reached, 
such totalitarianism was externalized, that is, oriented towards the demonized 
external enemy who had to be annihilated. We hypothesized, however, that 
in the unlikely case that such movements as the RAF had achieved power, 
they would then orient their totalitarian means of struggle against the “internal 
enemy,” thus engendering a full-fledged totalitarian democracy. 

The inner-directed monopolistic movements, i.e. the movements of self- 
realization, exemplified by the Church of Scientology, were found to manifest 
the strongest tendency towards totalitarian democracy, in our generalized 
sense of the concept. Such movements propound officially an ideology of per- 
sonal liberation and propose an exclusive path to its realization; however, the 
individuals who engaged on this path, while expecting liberation, in fact be- 
come even more entangled in, and subjugated to, the institutional control of 
an hierarchical organization, dominated by an authoritarian leader who tends 
to self-canonization, and, in the extreme, to self-divinization. The establish- 
ment of such “quasi-total institutions” by some of the new religious and 
pseudo-religious movements is assisted by the tendency, marking much of 
contemporary youth, to oscillate between absoluteness and utter decentraliza- 
tion. The tendency to absoluteness, flickery under the loose conditions pre- 
vailing in many counter-cultural movements, is harnessed by the organizational 
apparatus of these new religions into a continuous indiscriminate commitment 
which helps the total subjugation of the individual in the name of total libera- 
tion. In other words, the youths undergo a process frequently referred to as 
“brain washing,” akin to that employed by some communist and other totali- 
tarian regimes which attempt to convert and transform their enemies into 
adherents of their own moral universes. 

By generalizing the basic dynamic structure of the Talmonian idea, we 
have detached the concept of totalitarian democracy from its specific historical 
context for which it was originally intended and conceptualized it in wider 
analytical terms. We hope, however, that whatever was thereby lost in speci- 
ficity is compensated for by the possibility of showing that the same basic 
dynamics appear under different guises in many and varied situations, of 
which the Talmon’s totalitarian democracy was only a single historical mani- 
festation, even if it was probably the most important one in the western world 
up to the late modern period. 

ENDNOTE 

‘An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Israeli Academy of Sciences in 
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Jerusalem, on June 24, 1985, at a symposium on “The University and the New Left in the 
1960s,” commemorating the fifth anniversary of the death of Professor J. L. Talmon. 
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