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Abstract 

The period between the late sixties and early seventies was a tumultuous era for American soci-

ety; Vietnam had reached a clear stalemate, the president was caught lying, and the film industry 

suffered record losses. These circumstances proved to be exactly what the country needed to start 

their revolution, the counter-culture arose, drugs became a symbol of peace, and American inde-

pendent cinema created a new movement, New Hollywood. It was during this new movement 

that the popular, mainstream, films were no longer created only by studios and the artists got a 

real voice. All of the films that are part of this movement offered new perspectives, they por-

trayed new, bold, and sometimes taboo ideas which were previously dismissed by those in pow-

er. This paper focuses on two landmark films of the movement Bonnie and Clyde and Easy Rid-

er. Both of these movies show clear influences of the society at that time and also paved the way 

for new ways in filmmaking that are still present today.  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The American Pipe Dream: 

Finding America in New Hollywood 

 The reason and purpose of art has always been disputed, Shakespeare called it a mirror 

for society and Bertolt Brecht, “…a hammer with which to shape it (reality).” However, it is only 

on retrospect that the various art movements can be attributed to either of the aforementioned 

ideas and very few, like the New Hollywood movement, fall somewhere in between. It is only 

through reexamination that many connoisseurs of the arts are able to identify the various move-

ments and what exactly caused or defined them, knowledge impervious to those who took part in 

such movements. Like any other art form, cinematic movements vary in length, influence, and 

usually parallel the sociopolitical situation of their country. New Hollywood was a short-lived 

yet transcendent movement whose influence by the tumultuous America of the time is evident in 

the films Bonnie and Clyde, Easy Rider, and those which followed. 

 The late sixties and early seventies was a period of hard times for both the American peo-

ple and the film industry. At this point, directionless and financially panicked studios (Nystrom, 

2004, p. 18) would loose an estimated $600 million (Webb, 2015, p.100) and according to Webb 

(2015), “the formerly prosperous centers of American cities were mired in an urban social crisis 

that was fast transforming into a widespread economic crisis” (p. 100). The studios’ suffering 

was so dire that MGM had no choice but to auction the slippers Judy Garland had worn in the 

successful, studio-era, film The Wizard of Oz (1939).  

 There were many socio-political issues happening in the years previous which culminated 

during New Hollywood, such as civil right for women and the black population, nuclear weapons 

and the cold war, and Vietnam. (Auster & Quart, 1984). This is not to say that politically critical 
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cinema was reserved for this movement, films like Dr. Strangelove (1964), Fail Safe (1964), and 

The Great Dictator (1940). All the previous take a political stance and critique based on the situ-

ation of the country at the time, wether it is the cold war or Hitler’s regime. It is not that these 

films were not significant, but rather as Auster and Quart (1984) note, “…they failed to ignite 

any major Hollywood movement committed to evoking and criticizing the political and social 

scene” (p. 7). Documentary distributors, like Newsreel, in the late sixties were clearly also influ-

enced but the state of the country (Nichols, 1973). However, this paper will focus mainly on fic-

tion films as documentaries have always strived to portray a specific point of view and also do 

not share the mass popularity that fiction films do. 

 This era also changed the way films were made. Auster and Quart (1984) state how, “The 

studios were no longer interested in making movies, they had assumed merely the marketing and 

financial end of the process” (p. 5). The earlier method, in which the steps of production were 

kept in-house and in the studio’s hands, would change towards a more permissive manner in fa-

vor of the artists, an emulation of European cinema. Bonnie and Clyde would permanently 

change the way contracts betweens studios and the creators were drafted (Labuza, 2017) and 

Easy Rider would prove the marketability of unusual and otherwise taboo methods of story-

telling and filmmaking (Seitz, 2010).  

 The concept of auterism, usually reserved of European art films, became a prominent and 

even marketable device for the college educated and change-seeking individuals (Nystrom, 

2004). Hollywood would go from a “police state patrolled by the unions”(Morgenstern, 1969, p. 

86) to a more balanced relationship, the nature of which is explored in reference to Bonnie and 

Clyde. Filmmaker George Lucas, director of the dystopian THX 1138 (1971), would say, “They 
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go to parties and they hire people who know people. But the power lies with us—the ones who 

actually know how to make movies” (Rinehart, 1979, p. 6). A feeling that would remain until this 

day. 

  This paper seeks to trace a clear connection between how the various events of this era, 

such as Nixon's presidency, the war in Vietnam, and the counterculture, influenced each other, 

the New Hollywood movement, and ultimately the contemporary film industry. Given the sub-

jective nature of fiction, in film or otherwise, the interpretation of many experts may vary and 

sometimes wholly diverge. For this paper, sources that highlight the previously mentioned con-

nection are featured. Most of these sources are written by film historians, experts, or the artists 

themselves. They originate from scholarly articles, essays from leading publishers of cinema like 

Cineaste and The Criterion Collection, and the films themselves with any supplements they 

might include such as the director's audio commentary. 

America Adrift 

 World War II marked a change in American dynamics that would leave many of its popu-

lation uneasy. The advent of nuclear firepower brought an end to a war but started another, the 

cold war. America’s isolationism was not the same. The black population came back from the 

war trying to achieve their “double victory,” victory abroad and at home (Buckley, 2001). Ac-

cording to Auster and Quart (1984) these ideas triggered an increase in civil rights and black 

power movements, which crated “ghetto conflagrations and racial posturing” (p. 5), the creation 

of the New Left, and ultimately, “a revisionist impulse which stimulated Americans to look criti-

cally at themselves, their history, and social and political institutions.” (p. 5) 

The Celluloid Ghost of Nixon 
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 One cannot speak of the seventies without talking about Nixon and the infamous Water-

gate Scandal; he is still imprinted on the minds of Americans and several films even after his re-

signing. Krishner (2018) discusses how Nixon, and American society during his presidency, is 

present in films; he states, “Scratch any seventies films, and a nefarious Nixon stand-in won’t be 

hard to find” (p. 30). Nixon fought against everything many, especially those that were part of 

the New Hollywood movement, stood for, whether it was protests, drug use, or general permis-

siveness. The goal of many New Hollywood films, according to Krishner (20128), was to expose 

the hypocrisy of Nixon’s America hiding behind its “picket white fence” (p. 32).  

 Although he did not start it, the Vietnam War is mostly associated with Nixon, or at least 

the escalation of it. In a statement given by veterans of the war, Kerry (2017), comments how 

Nixon did not want to be “the first President to lose a war.” Furthermore, both his involvement in 

the Vietnam War and his war on drugs are credited with the formation of the counterculture 

(Chatterjee, 2017), both which will be discussed in detail subsequently.  

 Finally, Nixon is also credited for creating an overall sense on distrust and paranoia in the 

country, especially after the Watergate Scandal and the reports that found “a vast web of illegal 

operations orchestrated by the (Nixon) administration and financed by dirty money” (Krishner, 

2018, p. 33). Even after his now famous, “I’m not a crook” speech, what added salt to the wound 

was the discovery of the racist and anti-Semitic nature of their president (Krishner, 2018). The 

movies of the era adopted themes of surveillance, distrust, dishonesty, and conspiracy; people 

could not trust the establishment, not even Nixon (Krishner, 2018). Nixon is quoted saying, “I 

was prepared to believe that others, even people close to me, would turn against me” (Aitken, 

2015, p. 592). 
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The Vietnam Predicament 

 The Vietnam War started in 1955 under the Eisenhower administration and escalated until 

South Vietnam collapsed in 1975. This war was one of the most unpopular among the American 

public and veterans alike, primarily because they felt an overall dissatisfaction and lack of justi-

fication from part of the government. (Kerry, 2017) Furthermore many veterans returned home 

with stories that they, “raped, cut off ears, cut off heads, taped wires from portable telephones to 

human genitals and turned up the power, cut off limbs, blown up bodies, randomly shot at civil-

ians, razed villages in fashion reminiscent of Ghengis Khan” (Kerry, 2017). According to Car-

penter (2003), Vietnam was also the first war to be widely televised, and some daring reporters 

and filmmakers broadcasted the horrors of the war to Americans. 

 A war that started as a mix of patriotism and fear of communism quickly turned into a 

war at home against the war itself. Many veterans expressed how they felt that the actual danger 

to the country was not communism or the Vietcong, but rather the violence they were bringing 

back (Kerry, 2017). This fear was justified when in 1970 six anti-war student demonstrators in 

Kent State University were killed by the National Guard and police (Kirkby, 2015). These veter-

ans would not only bring back stories of torture but also their newfound socio-political attitudes 

and drug use; all of which could be credited with helping create the counterculture of the era. 

A Popular Counterculture 

 Today, one of the most popular counterculture movements is the of the seventies’ “hip-

pies,” with ideals that would quickly seep into American culture and a foundation for the New 

Hollywood films. Hippies are known for their peaceful ways and consumption of drugs, mostly 

marijuana. Both of these traits can be traced back to Nixon and the Vietnam war. Originally, 
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Chatterjee (2017) mentions, "drug addiction became a means to either avoid going to Vietnam in 

the first place or to secure a ticket back to America in one piece” (p. 33). If ineffective, and they 

still found themselves in the war, soldiers would use drugs as a means of coping with their ac-

tions and sometimes would have to resort to stronger drugs like heroin. Many of them returned 

addicts and blamed the government. 

 Meanwhile, in America, the youth had never been as polarized as it was then. Nixon ac-

knowledged the problem abroad and decided to start the War on Drugs. According to Gitlin 

(1987), “these laws were used to harass black people, people with unusual hairstyles, and those 

with different political views” (p. 218). However, these new laws did not solve the problem, 

rather the drugs, most popularly Marijuana, became symbols of peace “it consolidated consensus 

against the state apparatus that perpetuated violence through the police and the army” (Chaterjee, 

2017, p. 42). Now it is clear the Vietnam War was not the only war that Nixon lost during his 

presidency. 

Steadfast America 

 “The world would be a better place if Richard Nixon got high once in awhile” (p. 22) said 

William Ehrhart in his memoir about Vietnam. This is not a sentiment of disdain, but rather an 

effort to spread what he believes brings peace. This sentiment spread across the country, espe-

cially among the New Left and was particularly apparent in the movies that arguably started the 

New Hollywood movement, Bonnie and Clyde and Easy Rider. Whether it was Nixon, Vietnam, 

the counterculture, or a melange of the three, these two films excelled in reflecting the sentiment 

of the otherwise ignored Americans. 

Bonnie and Clyde 
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 Bonnie and Clyde is usually referred to as the first and most successful movie to start the 

New Hollywood movement. Goldstein (2008) writes how “it was the first film to capture the new 

youth-culture vibe” (p. 23) He also mentions how the studios were afraid that the public would 

not be able to empathize with “the bag guys” even if they were the protagonists. While many 

critics panned the film at first, they quickly changed their stance as it became popular among the 

public. Former denouncer Time magazine would eventually feature the film on a cover page.  

 While the film may have taken place during the Depression era, many critics have made a 

parallel of those times with the discontent of the late sixties. Auster & Quart (1984), note how 

the characters represent the “ordinary folk.” They were fighting the banks and the police, which 

represent the establishment and adults, and were starting a new way of thinking, like the youth of 

the sixties. They add how it firmly fixed “the gaze of American filmmakers on shelves and styles 

of the alienated and discontented” (p. 8). Unlike previous films that merely hinted or implied any 

social discontent; Bonnie and Clyde was upfront about it. 

 New contracts. 

 While the New Hollywood movement is noted for the rising popularity of independent 

production companies, instead of only the “big five” studios, it also changed the relationship be-

tween the artist and the big studio. Before this time the studios used long-term contracts which 

would keep a particular artist, in any department, as part of the studio for many years and with 

limited creativity (Labuza, 2017). The studios would have the power to decide who was hired, 

where the film was shot (usually in-house), and how the film would look if anyone disagreed 

they could quickly be fired and replaced. All of the former went against the values of the New 

Hollywood movement with the artist wanting more creative freedom. 
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 Goldstein (2008) recounts a rumor where Warren Beatty, the film’s producer, literally got 

on his hands and knees to beg for his project to be financed and while this may or may not be 

true, what did happen was many contract meetings. These meetings resulted in a new contract, 

the essence of which is still present today. Labuza (2017) mentions how with these changes “the 

studio reframed producers less as renegades and more often as self-regulators” (p. 6). The basic 

idea was that the studio would no longer be in control of all aspects of production, but rather the 

intellectual property of it. While they could still take control of production if something went 

wrong, the idea was that more leeway was allowed in the new contracts that Labuza refers to as 

“soft” contracts. The studios’ assets changed from physical to liquid, and if the film resulted in a 

flop, they would not be as financially hurt as before. 

 Violent tendencies.  

 In films before Bonnie and Clyde, references to violence and sex were almost always im-

plied or reserved for underground B-movies. Aside from the quick, yet explicit, mention of 

Clydes’ impotence, it is violence that takes the front stage. “The title characters were beautiful, 

ruthless, and doomed, and they died onscreen in a way that was radically different from the brief 

and bloodless expiration that viewers had anticipated” (Peebles, 2004, p. 45). The filmmaker 

would use new ways of showing violence and death that would later influence other films such 

as Saving Private Ryan (Peebles, 2004). The quick editing and slow-motion in the film would 

emphasize and almost glorify the death and violence of these two characters. Director Arthur 

Penn would justify his use of this method by claiming that: 

  “Kennedy was shot. We're in Vietnam, shooting people and getting shot. We have not   

 been out of a war for any period of time in my lifetime. Gangsters were flourishing   
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 during my youth, I was in the war at age 18. Then came Korea, now comes Vietnam. We   

 have a violent society.” (Wake & Hayden, 1972, p. 9-10) 

Finally, Peebles adds how the addition of banjo music with the realistic violence may have taken 

some of the shock from the acts of violence. From this point forward, violence would only be-

come more apparent and the techniques to portray it more realistic. 

Easy Rider 

 While not the next movie after Bonnie and Clyde or the only one to channel the discon-

tent of the American people at the time, Easy Rider was the most widespread successful film not 

to be associated with any studio and openly express themes of drugs usage and the countercul-

ture. Dennis Hopper directed the film, and it stared himself and Peter Fonda. Without any high 

expectations, the film was only funded because, according to Seitz (2010), “it seemed commer-

cial (the script fused elements of the biker flick and the hippie cash-in movie, two then profitable 

low-budget genres)” (p. 25). When he made the film, Hopper was sleeping on nothing but a mat-

tress, and to everyone’s surprise, it would go on to make an incredible profit and be praised at 

film festivals. 

 Hopper (2010) described Easy Rider as, “a fable of what was happening at the time.” It 

tells the story of two bikers who, after obtaining a coniderable sum of money from a drug deal, 

travel across the country and stop in New Orleans for Mardi Gras. With the money on hand, their 

ultimate goal is to retire in Florida, yet along the way meet groups of people on opposite sides of 

the counterculture spectrum. 

 Riding in Nixon’s America. 
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 When he first conceived Easy Rider, Dennis Hopper wanted to make the “first American 

art film” (Hopper, 2010) inspired by previous European film movements which were notorious 

for criticizing social conditions. One of the biggest enemies of the New Left was Nixon and the 

America he had created. Peter Fonda’s character in the film, Wyatt, has a motorcycle decorated 

with the American flag and inside its gas tank, he has hidden all of their money. Hopper explains 

how this action is meant to represent putting all of one’s interests in the United States with the 

fear that if something went wrong, it might very well explode. 

 Another big part of this film is the drug culture and how it is portrayed, a transgression 

against Nixon’s War on Drugs. While Easy Rider might not have been the first film to show drug 

usage or at least implied it, Hopper (2010) mentions how this was the first film where drugs were 

consumed, and nobody went to “kill a bunch of nurses.” Drugs are portrayed as a cathartic tool, 

in the cemetery scene Hopper told Fonda to talk to the statue as if it were his actual dead mother. 

Jack Nicholson’s character also portrays the fears of the public for marijuana, expressing concern 

for getting hooked and it being a “gateway drug.” Seitz (2010) mentions how the film was suc-

cessful because “it showed young viewers a life they knew quite well but that hadn’t yet been 

accurately captured on film: the language, the sex, the drugs, the clothes, the music” (p. 28). In 

the end, it is not the drugs that kill them, but rather two “rednecks” with a shotgun. 

 The forgotten ones. 

 Jack Nicholson’s character mentions at one point, “This used to be a hell of a good coun-

try” (Hopper, 2010). As Hopper (2010) mentioned, he is the short-haired lawyer part of the es-

tablishment and constantly expresses the supposed wants of “normal” Americans, to be free the 

easy way. The movie also shows another kind of society, the commune of “hippies.” These peo-
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ple were “united by their embrace of a bohemian lifestyle and their dissatisfaction with postwar 

America” (Seitz 2010, p. 23) Like the main characters, America does not want them. They have 

to live in exile or on the move for “even low-rent motels won’t take guys who look like them” (p. 

28). Nixon had made clear how he wanted to Associate weed with the hippies to disrupt their 

communities (LoBianco, 2016). In the end, their goal was not to be part of “the establishment” 

which is the reason why Hopper said Jack Nicholson’s character had to die, because he was not 

part of either culture. Just like the bikers that were somewhere in between. Seitz adds, they were 

born wild, and they died similarly, with hopes of revolution or real freedom. 

Conclusion 

Today, the period between the late sixties and early seventies is described as  “A key moment in 

film history, when Hollywood had just granted entry to the counter-culture without really under-

standing what it had grabbed hold of” (Dawes, 2010). A definite change was present, and these 

ranged from writing, shooting techniques, and an overall attitude towards the artists. The once 

strictly European concept of auteurism is even used as a marketing device today when people 

want to watch the next Steven Spielberg movie. This change happened in Europe when the films 

started carrying heavy social criticism (Cardullo, 2008, p. 381) and in America, it might not have 

happened or at least have been delayed if it was not for the perfect socio-political recipe for revo-

lution of the late sixties. 

 Both Bonnie and Clyde and Easy Rider embody different aspects of American life during 

this period. The former could be seen as Americans in Vietnam and the latter as those who stayed 

home, however, influenced by both perspectives. There is a point in the film where Bonnie tells 

Clyde, “You know, when we started out I though we was really going somewhere. But this is it. 
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We’re just going, huh?” (Beatty, 2008). It would not be a stretch to see how this could represent 

the views of those stuck abroad, fighting an interminable war, just going.  

 Similarly, in Easy Rider, the two main characters represent two different sides of the 

American counterculture of the time, the hopeful and the pessimist. As mentioned above Nixon 

created a sense of paranoia which is manifested in Hopper’s character who continually expresses 

doubt and symbolically does not want to stash his money inside the American bike. Fonda’s 

character, however, is positive, very much like the hippie commune. When Hopper’s character 

expresses pessimism for the commune getting seeds to grow on the American land, Fonda says, 

“They’re gonna make it” (Hopper, 2010). Ultimately, both of the couples only had the “simple” 

American dream shared by many today, to retire in a financially comfortable manner. However, 

they were part of a revolution and like all revolutions they had to die.  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