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Defining The 1960s’ Through Literary Journalism 

Hate, Rebellion, Chaos, Fear, Free Will, Equal Rights. These were all heavy themes that 

we read about in the last seven weeks. The 1960s was not only a clear evolution in journalism, 

but also a path to a change in society. From the turn of the decade beginning with a tragic 

murder, to a reflection on a decade defined by misguided change, we chronologically watched 

traditional suburban America turn into a society of free thinkers and those hoping to finally be 

justified. In a literal sense, we began at the start of the decade in 1959, progressing linearly while 

looking at pivotal years in the 60s’ to the final book which was published in 1971. But the order 

of our reading was much more theoretically expansive and exposed a progressive change in 

journalism; and America.  

A Decade of Changing Values 

The first non-fiction novel we read was Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood which was 

written between 1959 and 1960 marking the end of Suburban America. The piece notes a country 

plagued by a fear of poverty and of those different from middle-class white America, as I 

previously described as “the other.” This was a perfect segway into our next two novels’; James 

Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time and Michael Herr’s Dispatches which depict those fears, exposing 

racial divides, distrust of “the other” (mainly because of the perceived threat of communism), 



and the struggle to survive through chaos and confusion. However, the next book Norman 

Mailer’s The Armies of the Night began a shift in thinking. Through reading these works 

chronologically, we saw America try to make sense of society and government agendas. What 

occurred was a decreasing pattern of stagnation and accepting social norms, to more boldness 

and less acceptance of traditional values. Americans refused to be afraid of “the other” and 

refused to conform to the power of middle-class suburbia. This led to the final three books, 

Slouching Towards Bethlehem, Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, and Fear and Loathing in Las 

Vegas which represented a sense of freedom from the constraints of government and societal 

suppression.  

The Evolution of New and Experimental Journalism 

At the beginning of the 1950s, Americans relied on truthful “objective” sources for news. 

Many of the books we read this semester mentioned Walter Cronkite; a staple in white suburban 

American journalism. The first few books we read began with a similar straight-forward hard 

facts approach, although perhaps more opinionated. These were books hoping to show America 

form what it was at the time. However, each book became more and more developed in the New 

Journalism movement and eventually experimental journalism. Hunter S. Thompson, the last 

journalist we covered, even invented his own form of journalism; a type rooted in an 

“immersive, highly personal style of journalism” (Biography.com Editors 2014) known as 

“Gonzo Journalism.” Even though the writing became more drug-induced toward the end of the 

course, the 1960s’ developed a way for journalists to become more in-depth with their subjects 

and, as a result, gain the truth. As we read more through the 60s’ the authors also became more 

personal and more involved in their subjects, which made for both engaging and meaningful 

storytelling. We not only learned more about the people of color, Vietnam soldiers, hippies, 



druggies, etc. but more about the writers who told the stories. They imagined themselves as 

characters in the stories and gave us insight, as fantastical as it may have been at times.  

What We Can Learn From the 1960s’ 

Here we are over fifty years since the 60s’ ended and our country is still plagued with 

some of the same struggles Americans faced back then. James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time 

taught us the struggles and fears that people of color feel every day in America. In 2020, we shed 

more light on racial injustices and learned that black men and women still live in a world of fear 

and systemic racism. Norman Mailer’s The Armies of the Night showed us youth rebellion and 

the distrust of government which we have seen recently on both sides of the political spectrum; 

this is eerily reminiscent of the attacks on the Capital on April 2nd, 2021. Mailer’s non-fiction 

novel, along with Joan Didion’s Slouching Toward Bethlehem paved the way for protests and 

counterculture that carried into today through movements like the Black Lives Matter or various 

Marches on Washington representing civil rights and women’s rights. 

Luckily, the 1960s’ also paved the way for new journalism which led to more personal 

and subjective accounts. While today journalism is more opinionated than it was before the 60s’ 

we should strive to bring back emotional creativity.   

In a Noble Copy article, writer “Maurice” says that New Journalism died out around the 

‘70s, but needs to make a resurgence because, “fiction techniques can provide a certain level of 

needed truth that can only be viewed through the artistic ways of fiction storytelling” (Maurice 

2020). The author also notes that with modern technology it is easier for journalists to express 

themselves. Universal public platforms like internet blogs make it more convenient for 

journalists to be less restricted and more creative.  In a time that is so reminiscent of the ‘60s, for 



example the current uprising of civil rights and distrust of government similar to the 60s’ decade, 

we should be more open to truth through storytelling.  

Defining a Decade 

Putting it plainly, the 1960s’ changed the course of American history and of journalism. 

What was once a country rooted in traditional values and complacency, became a society that 

stood up for their rights and to speak out on injustices. Although America was once controlled by 

fear, we learned to speak out against those fears which followed into today. It is appropriate that 

we ended on Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas because behind the sly 

drug-induced rants, he gives one of the best reflections of the 1960s’ noting the flaws of youth 

rebellion and disorganization of counterculture movements, but challenges society to push 

forward. Because of this, we can still ask ourselves the same question 50 years later and into the 

future; what now?  
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