Now dig this!

In 1967, UK academia tuned in to and was
turned on by the Congress on the Dialectics
of Liberation, at which scholar-activists,
beats and other radicals sought to wake up
minds to Black Power, existential psychiatry,
free universities and more. Martin Levy looks
back at a landmark happening

he SOth anniversary commemorations

of 1967°s so-called Summer of Love have

tocused largely on the release of the
Beatles' seminal Sg¢ Pepper’s album and the
legalisation of male homosexuality i the UK.
However, no less historic - at least in
was the Congress on the
Dialectics of Liberation (for the Demysufica
non of Violence).

This extraordinary cvent = the very antith
esis of the typically stard, regimented academic
rook p|.h ¢ at London’s Round-
house during the final two weeks of July.

academic cirg les

conference

Announcing itsell as a4 “unique gathering (o
demystify human violence in all its forms, the
social systems from which it emanates, and
o t‘\]\lnr(' new torms nI. .umm". i rmrn:ml
out of two intmately related and characreristi-
cally 1960s themes: existential psychiatry and
the free universities movement. Porh were
liberatiomist, argumentatve and radical to the
core; the first was devoted to the emancipation
of people with a menral illness and their
psychiatrie carers, the second to the liberation
of students and teachers.

[he organisers of the congress = four exis
tential psychiatrists ~ aimed o educate and

10 ser free. They would use the event to push
torward their psychiatric mterests and also to
provide o model for how an academic confer
ence should be conducted. Of course, so-called
radical conferences were two a penny the
19605, as they still are roday. But this one was
on another level in every sense ot the phrase.

First, there was the glamour of the organ
isers. Although Joe Berke and Leon Redler,
hoth young Americans, Jid the bulk of the
donkey work, the public faces of the congress
were the mercunal and unpredictable

Scotsman R.D. Laing and his Sonth African
companero David Cooper. Nowadays, Laing's
reputation is in the doldrums, Following reve
lations about his family life (coupled with his
heavy drinking and drug usel, his genuine
contributions to the non-cocrcive practice

of psychiatry have been devalued. The arch-
demystifier has himself become mystihed.

Bur in 1967, few anti-Establishment voices
carned greater conviction. YOu W anted some
high-level existential commentary, or if you
wanted it “real”™, Lamg -~ “Ronnie™ - was
VOUr man. lmln.l, 1o use the wor ds that
William Hazlitt once applied to another
radical. the anarchist Wilham Godwin:

“No one was more talked of, more looked

up to, more sought after...wherever liberry,
truth, Justice was the theme.”

Caooper’s reputation has tollowed a simn
larly downward path. Idolised once as a
proneer of the anti-hospital < in etfect, a sort
of hiberery hall for voung schizophrenics — he
quickly degencrated, during the 1970s, into
a wild man of the medical and the academic
lecture circuit. Nonetheless, bevond the
congress, he is also notable for introducing
English readers = also in 1967, with much help
from Laing - to Michel Founcaules Madness
and Crotlisation, a text that s sull in use in
many UK universities today. (Not that the
Frenchman was ever gratetul for the boost to
Iis international reputation occasioned by
Cooper's abridged translation = he larer
complamed thar Cooper’s introduction misin-
terpreted his position.)

Another striking aspect of the dialectics
congress was that, unlike most academic
conferences of this or any other period, 1t
brought together not just a host ot scholars,
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but also acnvists and scholar-activists. many

of whom were major public and/or intelleciual
fgares, with magnetism by the bucketful and
epos to match, How many people in 1967
were more famous on the world stage than
beat poet Allen Ginsberg? Or carned as much
weological hefr as Frankturr School Marxist
Herberr Marcuse? Or possessed as much
wisdom as anthropologist and systems theorist

Gregory Bateson = who alarmed attendees

th his talk of global warming?

Then there was the matter of the congress’
venue. The former rathway shed in North
London was dilapsdated then, but i

provided the perfect environment tor hasnly
arranged hilm screenings, impromptu poetrs
readings, “happenings™ and other spontancous

Stokely Carmichael, the Black Panther
Party’s ‘honorary prime minister’,
arrived fiery and revved up. He had
been wound up and was convinced that
he was about to be assassinated

artworks, Thar lack of organisation - further
promoted by a vociterous segment of particl

pants who objected to iminal attempts at roug
nmetabling - turther enhanced the cor '

contemporary celebnty.

USS

he intellectual legacy ol the dialecnics
Notwith
standing the names mentioned above,

congress has been considerable,

the biggrest impace was made by a new higure
on the English scene: the Amencan Black
Power actvist Stokely Carmuchacl.

The Black Panther Parsy's futore “honoran
prime minister™ arrived Bery and revved up
He had been repeatedly wound up by Lang ar
a house party, and was convinced that he was
about 10 be assassinated by one of his encmics
Bat despite the Johnson administration’s belict
that he was at least p.\rtl\ e \;‘ull\vi"(‘ tor the
race riots sweeping the US' black ghettos,
Carmichael was largely unknown i the UK
beyond very small circles of expat American
and West Indian radicals, To an overwhelin
mply white audience, used o the mostly softer
witys of the university debaung chamber, his
vituperative outbursts must have come as uite
N ] \Ihxk_

On his fiest appearance, Carmichael (whao
larer adopted the name Kwame Ture) intro
duced the core ideas that be wanted to convey:
Black Power and the distinction between what
he called “individual racism and insticutional-
sed racism ™, The laer phrase, of course, has
been common currency in the UK since 19997
publicanon of the landmark Macpherson
weport on the E‘lll‘n.]l\'l' ;‘nlh\ MV OSTIZALION o
the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence six
years earkier, But, in 1967, the concept was
new and, in the context of a society just begin
mng the long process of coming to terms with




other inequalities, was undoubtedly somewhat
starthing, Carnnchacl supported s distinction
by contrasting, the infamous 1963 bombing of
1 Birmingham, Alabama church by whire
supremacists, which Killed tour girls, with the
observation that 500 black babies died i the
same caty each year as a direcet result of
poverty and discomination

Another of his main suby

ects was the miquity
ol the politician, businessman and imperialist
Cecil Rhodes. “You see, because vou've been
able to hie about terms, you've been able to
call peaple hike Ceatl Rhodes a philanthropist,
when in tact he was a murderer, a rapist. a
plunderer and theet... You can Keep vour
Rhodes Scholars: We don't want the money
that came trom the sweat of our people.™
\chough, ol course, it would be more than a
stretch to connect his speech directly to the
mosdern Rhodes Must Fall protests at Oxtord’s
Oricl College, Rhodes” alima mater, the echoes
of s arguments are plain to hear,

he conpress also saw various higher

cducation shibboleths challenged by the

Damish educationalist and philosopher
\age Rosendal Nielsen and two Americ ans,
the social eritic Panl Goodman and the Mary
ist educationalist Allen Krebs, Among their
targets were the need for a separate caste of
powerful administrators, the regimentation
ot statf-student relationships and the cenrral
importance of examinations and grading.

In all these respects, Cooper, Berke and. to
somwe extent, the other existential psychiatrists
were already pioneers. Cooper had argued
tl'\' ran-up to the CONKress that the nn'_.m:\in_x'_
group was concerned to rid itself of the
“typical alienated and seri

1

thised relation of
the relanion that is
expressed in the typical academic situations of

teacher 1o taughe

the mass lecture and the tormalised ttorial
group or dvad”™. Meanwhile. Berke had helped
1o set up the Free d miversity ol New York
(FUNY) in 1965, which became the model for
the London Anti-University thar grew directly
out of the COTMIIOSS

Not that the organising EIOUD WS SUCCess-
ful in all its ambitions. Som Participants crite
csed the organisers for keeping what Peace
News teature writer Roger Bernard called a
somewhat “tyrannical™ hold over the micro-
phones and for “blocking penuine dialopue”
Meanwhile, Goodman clanned 10 have learned
nothing new and labelled the conference
among the worst he had ever artended.
( Once (\.l'!l‘., lhun);h‘ ll( WS Ut [‘lqnul.

having pur up with two weeks of ceaseless
utacks from Marxists and other lelt-wing
deologuces.,
Most of the participants, nevertheless, seem
o have judged the congress a success, Cooper
nded it with a ringing peroration, riffing off
1story thar Marcuse had told about how the
faris Communards had shot ar all the clocks
0 as o “put an end to the nime of ctheir
ulers...As ! ook round me now, I see a vista
yond vour sca of fac S, 1OIng wWay out there.
see a vista of broken clocks. And now,
think, 1t is our tme!™
The congress” influence cermainly lingered
ong. The London Anti-University, in turn,

wegat numcerows other free umiversitics.
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<
including the Free University of ssex, the
Free University of Birmingham and, perhaps
mostanterestingly, the London School of Non
Violence. Located in the cryvpr of Irafalpar
Square’s St Marrin-in-the-Fields church, the
last of those was founded in 1969 by the char
ity Chrisnan Awd, with the help of Indian
acovist Satsh Kumar, It offered lectures on
subjects including William Blake. G. K. Ches
terton, Gandhi and non-violent CCONOMICs,
before finally folding around 1975,

Most of the other longer-lasting free univer

es toundered at about the same time, and
experiments in radical higher education were
\nl\\ugtu‘lllly few and far between u il recent
years. But whether they know it or nor,
madern start-ups such as London’s Anti
umversity Now, Edimburgh and Manchester's
Ragged University, Lincoln's Social Science
Centre and even clements of the forme
Occupy movement are all scions of FUNY, the
congress and the London Anti-University. So.
too, are the numberless thriving alternative arr
colleges, which feed off similar ideas

Most of these organisations, as you'd
expect, do not charge high fees: some don't

charge fees ar all. Neither do they employ
large numbers of administrarors, or treat their
students as bums on seats - or, even more
“t‘"h'l.lll\nl'_:.\, a8 “customers”. Most are
organised directly by their students and teach
ors, those roles often being e rchangeable

Many do nos even have premises. |

i thewr v Y ING we

s Are devoted o l‘.n.,.;ll'

cducation,

Whar Lamg and Cooper would think about
these venturces is difficult 1o tell: both died it
the 19805, But | suspect that they would not
think much of them. As ruthless and persistent
wonoclasts, they would probably have found
them a little 100 conformist for their tastes

But isn’t going against the flow, bemng ¢t
\\X'Hlll
pont of hlull;! education? Fifty vears may

wal and even a lintle troublesome 1he

have passed, but recapturing even a little of
that spinit would at the very least make this
summer’s academig conference season a fot
more mteresting - and, potentially, a 1ot more
culturally significant. o

Martin Levy is special collections assistant
at the University of Bradford.




