
It was never just about the hair. Maybe it had a quite lot to do with hair though. When his grouchy
boss grunted at him, one fine day, “And get your hair cut!” Richard Neville didn’t think twice, he was
off. “I’ve just re signed,” he said later. “What am I go ing to do now?” The an swer is, a hell of a lot.

Richard Neville in car nated the spirit of Six ties Lon don. Which was odd be cause he came from
Aus tralia. You could make a case that Aus tralians were if not prime movers then en forcers or gal- 
vanis ers of the Six ties cul tural rev o lu tion (think of Ger maine Greer, for ex am ple, whose The Fe male
Eunuch summed up a lot of Six ties think ing, not to men tion Clive James). But Neville was al ways my
hero as a kid. He (to gether with Jim An der son and Felix Den nis) put to gether the fa mous
“Schoolkids” edi tion of Oz mag a zine, which was banned for ob scen ity (Ru pert Bear, but well-hung).

Neville and his co-de fen dants were put on trial, found guilty, shoved in jail, then re leased on ap- 
peal, and they were de fended and cham pi oned by John Mor timer (Rumpole) and the young Ge of frey
Robert son. They were trail blaz ers, pi o neers, sub ver sives, lib er a tors, and they did it with an abid ing
sense of hu mour.

Most peo ple think the Six ties was about peace, love, hap pi ness. Andy Martin begs to
dif fer, ar gu ing that the decade rep re sented more than just sex, drugs and rock ’n’
roll, and that no one es capes its im pact – even to day
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Neville was a sort of John Len non of pub lish ing (Len non even recorded “God Save Oz”). I read Oz
in the sixth-form com mon room with a mix of ad mi ra tion, shock, and envy. I ba si cally wanted to be
Richard Neville. He was some rare com bi na tion of hip, hippy, and hip ster. He was the em bod i ment of
coun ter cul ture.

When I fi nally got to speak to him many years later, courtesy of the BBC, I was in Lon don and he
was in By ron Bay, New South Wales. It was a good line and there wasn’t even much de lay and he
sounded just the way he al ways had, an in tel lec tual with wit and a lazy drawl. He reck oned that the
most in flu en tial book of the Six ties was in fact Mar garet Mead’s an thro po log i cal clas sic, Com ing of
Age in Samoa, pub lished in 1928. That work (so em i nently read able) is now largely dis missed as the
prod uct of a hoax, since the girls she had in ter viewed came out decades later and said they were
largely spin ning yarns, telling her what she wanted to hear, sto ries of how sex u ally lib er ated they
were, at a young age, en abling her to re-tell the tales to the North ern hemi sphere, hun gry for South- 
ern trop i cal eros – Henry Miller, but writ ten by and for women, a kind of primer for Fifty Shades of
Grey, Kama Su tra with palm trees and grass skirts. But we should also con sider that these girls did
ac tu ally tell those sto ries: whether they recorded real ex pe ri ences or sim ply ex pressed de sires, they
were so cial facts.

“CHEER UP, CHILL OUT, YOU’RE EN TER ING BY RON BAY”, said the road sign. I’d al ways
wanted to track down Richard Neville, and ask him about his evo lu tion. And I duly went to By ron
Bay, in a spirit of pil grim age and homage, know ing that Neville was al ready dead. He died last year,
at the age of 74.

I dis cov ered that there is a higher pro por tion of pony-tails (ap par ently known as “man-buns”)
among the male pop u la tion of this town than any where else on the planet (that I per son ally have
come across). And the place has become in sanely af flu ent. You could ar gue (as some did) that hip- 
sters bear no re sem blance to hip pies. But it seems to me that all of us con tain some rem i nis cence of
the Six ties, we have ab sorbed, per haps un aware, some part of that sa cred epis temē.

Was the whole of the Six ties a hoax, like Com ing of Age in Samoa? Some would say so. David Lis- 
ter, writ ing in this news pa per some months ago, main tained that the val ues of the hippy move ment,
or the sum mer of love, were only ever es poused by a small hand ful of peo ple who hap pened to hype it
up rather a lot, rather as the Beach Boys gave out the idea that surf ing came out of Cal i for nia.

I want to ar gue al most the op po site and say that there is no es cap ing the Six ties, no mat ter who
you are and where you are, even if only by op po si tion. It should also be ad mit ted, of course that the
very no tion of the “Six ties” is clearly just an ar bi trary chrono log i cal com mod i fi ca tion, and at some
level merely an ex er cise in sales man ship. The Six ties in vented noth ing, it was only ever re cy cling and
re for mu lat ing (as the word “epis temē” and Richard Neville’s choice of book both sug gest). And yet it
did so with a force and ve he mence that echoes and ra di ates down to us now.

If you ask any one what the Six ties means to them (as I did) you’ll get an an swer some thing like
this: peace,

love, and hap pi ness (with small vari a tions). I like the tri adic struc ture of that an swer, even if the
con tent is a lit tle hazy (drug-ad dled, you may say). It’s rem i nis cent of the French Rev o lu tion’s Free- 
dom, Equal ity, Fra ter nity. Or the Holy Trin ity. Or the Dialec tic.

Oth ers speak of the im pact of acid from visit ing Amer i cans back in the day, all en gaged in a Ti- 
mothy-Leary-in spired mis sion to spread psy che delic hal lu ci na tions. But rather than go and have a
quar ter of a tab (I think that was the limit), I want to see if it’s pos si ble to clar ify some of the el e ments



of the think ing that per sist. Here are my three vec tors of Six ties meta physics. Feel free, in the spirit of
the Six ties, to re fute them if you will. I think they’re a slight im prove ment on sex, drugs, and rock ’n’
roll. If the Six ties is any thing, it’s a state (or states) of mind.

1. Non-an thro pocen trism
I see this as a cri tique of hu man ism. It wasn’t that hu man ism had re placed re li gion some time in

the 18th or 19th cen tury. Re li gion was only ever an off shoot of hu man ism. Be cause, we, hu mans, are
such a big deal, nat u rally we need a sky god to keep an eye on us. And she/he/it is not only om ni- 
scient and om nipo tent but loves us be cause we are so so in ter est ing.

No, we are not. Hu mans, in the re vi sion ary think ing of the Six ties, were merely a small part of
some thing much more in ter est ing that was go ing on, and could prob a bly be dis pensed with, ul ti- 
mately. You can call this cos mic think ing. It cer tainly chimed in with the growth of cos mol ogy and
was prob a bly ac cen tu ated by the Apollo Moon shots and those beau ti ful pho to graphs of the planet in
which you couldn’t even see any hu mans.

The Six ties par a digm was a nat u ral ex ten sion of the Coper ni can Rev o lu tion in which the Earth
was de cen tred. This is the de con struc tion of the species. I al ways liked the line of Al bert Ca mus (one
of the pre cur sors who died at the be gin ning of the six ties): “I am the tree.” Un der this head ing one of
the clas sic Six ties works was Jorge Luis Borges, “The Aleph”, a short story about a mi cro cosm that
brings out the in ter con nect ed ness of ev ery thing and boasts one of the long est sen tences in lit er a ture.

2. Dif fer en ti a tion
At the same time as biped Earth lings were be ing as sim i lated and in te grated into some larger phe- 

nom e non, Gaia or the Force, they were also be ing split up, dis in te grated, frag mented. Hence forth, it
was ok to be an

alien ated, anomic out sider. But you could join up with any num ber of largely imag i nary groups.
This style of think ing fed into fem i nism and Black Power and per haps even Is lam, which can be

seen less as a sys tem of be liefs than an ex er cise in dif fer en ti a tion. Jacques Der rida’s the ory of “dif- 
férence” (or “dif férance”) ex em pli fied the ap proach, since the thing you thought would have some
kind of mean ing (a “text”) turns out to be have many si mul ta ne ous con flict ing mean ings.

So too the hu man psy che of course (RD Laing’s The Di vided Self is still an in dis pens able work).
Queer and trans-gen der philoso phies owe some thing to the Six ties too. But I only want to men tion
one fairly ex treme case I came across in By ron Bay, of one man who was slowly turn ing into one of his
own sheep. Or at least iden ti fy ing with them. And def i nitely start ing to sound like one of them. I think
dif fer en ti a tion says it is ok if you want to be a sheep. The clas si fi ca tion of species is just an other form
of tax o nomic delu sion any way. You are prob a bly con cerned about the po ten tial, in this line of
thought, for trib al ism, or the herd men tal ity, which is why we need to take into ac count…

3 Tran scen den tal he do nism
I was go ing to write “al tru is tic he do nism” but I thought the “tran scen den tal” sounded more Six- 

ties, rem i nis cent of TM (tran scen den tal med i ta tion). By ron Bay is a great surf ing town and has
largely been shaped by surfers over the last few decades. But we need to think of surf ing as metaphor.

The ex pe ri ence is only ever an in di vid ual plea sure, al beit one that can be shared. The point about
tran scen den tal he do nism is the re al i sa tion that other be ings also ex ist to ex pe ri ence plea sure (and
there fore pain) and that the point of our ex is tence is to try to in crease the amount of plea sure in the
uni verse at large, and thus (so far as pos si ble) erad i cate suf fer ing (ob vi ously veg e tar i an ism and ve g- 
an ism come un der this head ing).



Rusty Miller – a surf ing legend orig i nally from Cal i for nia who benev o lently put me up at his house
– said, “I’m not look ing for a bet ter place” – talk ing of By ron Bay. But he also said: “I’m still a utopian
dreamer”, by which I think he meant that he is a tran scen den tal he do nist try ing to build more plea- 
sure into the world at large (which he does in part with his an nual pub li ca tion, “Rusty’s By ron
Guide”).

But as Chris, a wiry scep tic, said of By ron Bay (and it’s true too of the Six ties): “They’ve mar keted
the arse off it. Turned it into some kind of theme park.” So I headed off into the hills, in Queens land,
to the north, and tracked down a real Flower Child of old – as she de scribes her self – “Earth Mother”,
liv ing in a mag i cal place in the mid dle of a rain for est, on the edge of a dor mant volcano, in a house
carved out of the land scape, fully or ganic and ex tremely whole some, with a lot of wind chimes, where
you awake to the laugh ter of kook abur ras.

She ex pressed some mea sure of sur prise that, af ter a life of high ad ven ture, she was still alive. She
also reck oned she had had some where be tween 300 and 3,000 pre vi ous lives. Which of course is
hard to ver ify in any kind of pre cise way, al though I be lieve her. But I par tic u larly liked a line of hers
which seemed to me to pull to gether rather neatly all of the strands of thought I sketched out above.
“We are ev ery thing,” she said. “Or we’ve all been ev ery thing.”

I had a feel ing Richard Neville would ap prove. He wasn’t an anti-cap i tal ist dropout he was more
an eth i cal (or demo cratic) cap i tal ist. Ap par ently he used to go about giv ing lec tures to large cor po ra- 
tions telling them to be have bet ter so that they would feel bet ter. I think it’s not a bad idea.

Neville showed that the Six ties was not about be ing idle (“bums!” etc) or lev i tat ing. It was a cri- 
tique of the Pu ri tan work ethic con cept of We ber’s, which said that a be lief in a cer tain nar row branch
of Chris tian ity led to the rise of cap i tal ism.

Richard Neville and the Six ties gen er ally were all about eras ing the di vide be tween be ing and do- 
ing: it was pos si ble to be pro duc tive (such is the ethic of com pa nies like Ap ple and Google now, a
form of vir tual surf ing) and still be on a high – en joy a “peak ex pe ri ence”, with out re sort ing to LSD.
At the heart of Six ties think ing re mains a prin ci ple of cre ativ ity, not pas siv ity. I want to put for ward a
rad i cal in ter pre ta tion of what we might call New Six ties Think ing, which per haps a lot of Old Six ties
peo ple might want to dis agree with: “Work is (or should be) fun.”


