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American cinema of the 1960s vividly reflected on the screen the complex socio-political situation of that era. The
processes that developed during this period led to the active involvement of society in the political course of the
country, which created a sharp barrier between the ruling circles and the people of the country. The difference of
opinion was so great that in the cities, on the streets, a strong wave of nonconformism did not subside, which soon
penetrated into the cinema.

Socio-political issues and cinema are so intertwined that American cinema, in comparison with previous years, has
given rise to completely different forms, themes and stylistics. And this laid the foundation for the formation of the
“new Hollywood”.

The Vietnam War became one of the important factors in strengthening the insurgency among young people and
turning it into a large-scale anti-war, powerful movement.

The so-called “anxious youth” demanded a fundamental transformation of lifestyles and state policies. This pursuit
of freedom and defiance was reflected—without any embellishment—in the American cinema of the 1960s.

The anti-war slogan “Make love, not war” became the main motto of the counterculture. Observations of the hippie
movement, student protests, and opposition sentiments of the intelligentsia have made American filmmaking more
realistic and nonconformist. The negative attitude towards the existing system was clearly and loudly evident in the

work of the directors.

sought innovative methods to “battle” censor-
ship, aiming to convey pressing socio-palitical
issues and public concerns through the screen. For
a significant period, the majority of American direc-
tors produced films that offered an escape from per-
sonal and social hardships. By presenting idealized
characters, glamorous lifestyles, and romanticized
narratives, Hollywood successfully transported au-
diences into a “fairytale” world. This paradigm per-
sisted until a pivotal turning point, when the bound-
ary between life on and off the screen became near-
ly indistinguishable, leading the reflection of reality
to necessitate the exploration of new stylistic forms
and thematic directions.
Time and the art of cinema became so deeply in-
tertwined through these relevant issues that Amer-
ican film, by representing the realities of the era,

T hroughout its history, cinema has consistently

brought its artistic methods closer to the aesthetics
of documentary realism.

Despite the fact that “New Hollywood” shared
similarities with the French “New Wave” in its film-
ing techniques — such as a documentary-style ap-
proach, the occasional use of handheld cameras,
and natural lighting—as well as its realistic subject
matter, 1960s American cinema developed a dis-
tinct and individual identity defined by protest. This
transformation was directly linked to the rise of a
nonconformist society challenging the existing re-
gime. The emergence of real-world problems and
spatial-temporal issues catalyzed a trend in film-
making where protagonists began—initially subtly,
and subsequently with greater audacity—to express
defiance toward established social, cultural, politi-
cal, and aesthetic norms.

American cinematography of the 1960s became
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a witness and expositor of the era’s complex so-
cio-political environment and the nation’s internal
cultural dynamics. The process of cinematic renew-
al accurately and objectively reflected the shifts
occurring within the country, shedding new light on
significant issues.

A prolonged confrontation between the system
and its political trajectory led to a series of fractures
between society and the ruling establishment. Ulti-
mately, this friction generated a powerful wave of
nonconformism that resonated through both social
strata and the world of art.

In discussing the significance of nonconformism,
it is essential to reference Marcello, the protago-
nist of Italian director Bernardo Bertolucci’s film The
Conformist (1970), whose fate serves as a compel-
ling example of its dire consequences. The film di-
rectly resonates with President John F. Kennedy’s
assertion that “conformity is the jailer of freedom
and the enemy of growth”.! For Kennedy, conformity
represents a powerful instrument for the depriva-
tion of liberty, stripping individuals of their free will
and capacity for independent thought, thereby mak-
ing them more susceptible to exploitation.

The peace-loving yet rebellious American pub-
lic countered the established system with its own
ideology, transcending traditions “wrapped” within
aesthetic or ethical norms. This protest was ex-
pressed freely and through bold narratives in both
rock music and cinema.

America’s aggression in Vietnam particularly
antagonized the younger generation (the so-called
“anxious youth”), who actively demonstrated against
the war and demanded fundamental changes to the
existing way of life and political trajectory.

The progressive mindset of the new genera-
tion, particularly students, coupled with their pro-
test against taboo subjects, the sexual revolution,
and the prioritization of individual liberty, compelled
society to openly voice its dissatisfaction with the
established system. This shift was reflected, with-
out any embellishment, in the American cinema of
that period.

The Vietnam War became the primary catalyst
for the youth to take to the streets, organizing an-
ti-war demonstrations and loudly proclaiming the

1 PANDEY, The House, 2022, p. 127.
2 DIXON, FOSTER. A Short History, 2018, p. 274.
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slogan “Make love, not war,” which became one of
the central mottos of the counterculture.

The active demonstrations of the youth also rad-
ically manifested the oppositional sentiments of
the intelligentsia. This convergence erupted within
American cinematography in a profound manner,
transforming cinema into a vital instrument for re-
sponding to the country’s cultural and socio-politi-
cal processes within a specific temporal and spatial
context.

From today’s perspective, it is compelling to re-
assess 1960s American cinematography through
the lens of how crucial a response to socio-politi-
cal processes and a nonconformist stance against
a country’s misguided trajectory can be. The bold
assertions of directors aimed to awaken a system
spiraling toward collapse and to pave the way for
new, rational discourse toward a better future.

Cinema is a vital artistic discipline that cannot
truly exist as art unless it functions as a tool for sys-
temic critique and responds to unjust regimes with
the same fervor as the rebellious movements en-
gaged in anti-war activism.

The core themes that emerged so prominently in
1960s American cinema infused traditional American
genres with a renewed perspective and character.

The echoes of youth protest, optimistic sen-
timents, and the quest for a “new world” subtly
manifested in Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde, a
film belonging to the traditional gangster genre.
In discussing “New Hollywood,” it is impossible
to overlook the profound influence exerted by the
French “New Wave.” Wheeler Winston Dixon and
Gwendolyn Audrey Foster note in their work: “When
Bonnie and Clyde was first proposed, both Godard
and Truffaut were seriously considered as directors,
and Truffaut did a good deal of work on at least one
draft of the script. When the film was finally handed
to American director Arthur Penn, he appropriated
various New Wave visual techniques for the look of
the film, such as slow motion, romantic deep-focus
shots, abrupt editorial transitions (courtesy of the
brilliant editor Dede Allen), and a lyrical approach
to the material that seems deeply indebted to Truf-
faut’s sensibility in Jules and Jim.”?

Although Bonnie and Clyde depicts the criminal
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lives of real American outlaws — a couple whose
robberies during the Great Depression made them
notorious symbols of crime — the film’s release
transformed them into icons of rebellion against the
system. Their death in the finale evokes a sense of
pity in the audience, creating the impression that
they are not merely criminals but tragic, ill-fated
figures. They are seen as individuals who sacri-
ficed their lives in an attempt to achieve a free and
spirited existence by breaking social norms, which
ultimately earns them the viewer’s sympathy. Re-
garding the final episode, American journalist Terry
Gross noted in her article: “Penn says that the scene
was influenced by media reports and images of the
Vietnam War, which were broadcasts daily during
the filming of the movie”.?

The plot of Mike Nichols’ film The Graduate
is based on the novel by Charles Webb. “Charles
Wehbb, a lifelong non-conformist whose debut nov-
el The Graduate was a deadpan satire of his col-
lege education and wealthy background adapted
into the classic film of the same name [...] The 1967
movie became a touchstone for the decade’s rebel-
lion even though Webb’s story was set in an earlier
era — never referring to Vietnam or civil rights”.% In
the film’s protagonist, Benjamin, we can perceive an
entire rebellious generation struggling against the
system established by their elders. He confronts a
“neatly packaged,” pseudo-elite society that uses
refined manners to mask the inherent depravity and
vulgarity of its true nature.

The film’s plot, which depicts Benjamin’s sexual
involvement with an older woman and his subse-
quent love for her daughter, subverts the pre-ex-
isting traditional American cinematic narrative. The
film’s finale—where Benjamin snatches his beloved
from her groom during the wedding ceremony and
they depart by bus toward an unknown destination—
can be perceived not as a banal “happy ending,” but
as an escape from a world saturated with injustice,
hypocrisy, and depravity. Critic Beverly Gray offers
the following interpretation of the film’s conclusion:
“Although we don’t know where the newly minted
couple are headed, their very escape from conven-

3 GROSS, Arthur Penn, 2008.

4 The Associated Press, 2020.

5 GRAY, Why ,The Graduate®, 2017.

6 LUCIA, GRUNDMANN, SIMON. American, 2015, p. 105.

tionality paved the way for other youthful dissenters
to take a stand against the deepening American in-
volvement in Vietnam.”®

The spirit of nonconformism also inspired John
Schlesinger’s drama Midnight Cowboy (1969) and
Haskell Wexler’'s Medium Cool (1969). Midnight
Cowboy is often regarded as a seminal work of
New Hollywood cinema. The film deconstructs the
stereotype of the “macho” male protagonist and
exposes the dark, urban underbelly of the “Ameri-
can Dream,” thereby challenging the conventions
of classical American cinema. According to critics,
“The traditional immigrant narrative also is reversed
in Midnight Cowboy, with Ratso Rizzo realizing that
New York is the cradle of his nightmares rather than
his dreams of upward mobility”.®

The film Medium Cool, given its plot, could be
rendered literally as Neutrally Calm, as it addresses
media indifference, the detachment of the camera-
man, and the imperfect reflection of reality. How-
ever, if we consider the theory of the 20th-century
media theorist Marshall McLuhan — “the medium
is the message” — the title can also be interpreted
through the combination of words “cool medium” or
“cool media.” The director likely employs the term
“cool media” based on McLuhan’s principles, as fre-
quently noted in the press of that era. This concept
allows the audience to engage actively, filling in
missing informational details, while simultaneously
questioning the role of media in society.

According to MclLuhan, the medium that conveys
information is itself the message, rather than the
information it transmits. He refers to television as
a “cool medium”— that is, a medium that compels
the viewer toward subjective participation. Since
director Haskell Wexler introduces a paraphrase of
McLuhan’s theory into cinematic history, the correct
interpretation of the film’s title is the combination
of terms — “Medium Cool.” In doing so, the director
emphasizes McLuhan’s vision of television: if “the
medium is the message” and it demands maximum
involvement from the viewer, then television is ob-
ligated to serve public interests and cover current
events with total objectivity.
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The film’s protagonist, television cameraman
John Cassellis, realizes that TV networks prioritize
commercial advertising, sensationalism, and the in-
terests of politicians. This realization leads him into
conflict with the station management, as his profes-
sional focus is directed toward the lives of ordinary
people. Cassellis pays particular attention to the
struggles of the African American community and
socially marginalized groups. From his perspective,
these individuals are an integral part of the televi-
sion audience, and covering their reality is just as
critically important as documenting global political
events like the Vietnam War or the Democratic Na-
tional Convention.

The film features a pivotal dialogue that pro-
foundly captures the attitude of journalists and
cameramen toward the events they cover. A televi-
sion sound technician tells a female character that
a typewriter does not care what is being typed on it,
to which she responds that a typewriter is a mech-
anism, but he is not. Despite the fact that the pri-
mary duty of cameramen and journalists is to cover
events and facts with a ‘cool head’ and impartiality,
the author emphasizes that human morality some-
times demands more. Specifically, a person killed in
a car accident should be captured by the camera not
as a broken object to be discarded like trash but as a
human being. The director reminds the practitioners
that they are, first and foremost, Homo sapiens, and
their primary obligation—transcending all profes-
sional duties—is empathy.

In the film Medium Cool, director Haskell Wex-
ler employed the cinéma vérité style. This approach
is so closely aligned with the aesthetics of docu-
mentary filmmaking that it often transcends the
boundaries of fiction, lending the events depicted a
heightened sense of authenticity. The use of natural
lighting, the free movement of the handheld camera,
and the naturalistic performances of the actors all
reflect the director’s rejection of traditional meth-
ods. This nonconformist attitude mirrors the protag-
onist’s own stance toward his profession. Initially,
he is forced to operate within the norms established
by the television network, covering the country’s
current events with a “cool head” while adhering to
the clichés imposed by station management. How-

7 RABE, Quote/unquote, 2016. p. 49.
8 EBERT, Roger Ebert's, 2008, p. 482.
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ever, he soon develops a sense of protest against
the media and strives to break the dogmas that are
constantly presented to him.

Initially, the protagonist remains indifferent to
the subjects he captures through his lens: car acci-
dents, political speeches, protest rallies, and other
significant events unfolding around him. However,
he unexpectedly moves beyond the role of a mere
“observer,” becoming more empathetic toward his
fellow citizens and developing an interest in Black
civil rights—a shift that triggers resentment from his
superiors. Despite his profession, he soon realizes
that he cannot remain a completely “cool medium;”
instead, he understands it is time to awaken and
stand alongside the people who truly need support.

The film Medium Cool serves as a critique of the
media of that era, which “indifferently” covered the
events unfolding within the country. Simultaneous-
ly, the film exposes media outlets that permitted the
police and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
to examine their video footage.

The film also exposes the systemic violence di-
rected toward protesters, manifested through the
dispersal of rallies, the use of tear gas, the ruthless
treatment of participants, and mass arrests.

The film resonates with the large-scale 1968 an-
ti-Vietnam War protests in Chicago, which escalat-
ed into violent clashes with the police and subse-
quently led to the “Chicago Seven” trial. Marshall
McLuhan wrote: “Television brought the brutality of
war into the comfort of the living room. Vietnam was
lost in the living rooms of America—not on the bat-
tlefields of Vietnam.”’

Film critic Roger Ebert noted regarding director
Haskell Wexler: “He has made an almost perfect ex-
ample of the new movie. Because we are so aware
this is a movie, it seems more relevant and real than
the smooth fictional surface of, say, Midnight Cow-
boy.”®

Haskell Wexler’s directorial vision is distinctly
realistic. Given that he also serves as the film’s cin-
ematographer, this allows him to exert full control
over the visual dynamics and convey the environ-
ment with documentary precision.

Easy Rider (1969) is perhaps one of the most non-
conformist “road movies,” depicting the journey of
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two motorcyclists from Los Angeles to New Orleans
for Mardi Gras, funded by the proceeds of a cocaine
deal. This journey symbolically represents the char-
acters’ desire to find authentic American ideals and
achieve a level of freedom that remained a mere il-
lusion within the social climate of the time.

The director also depicts the lifestyle of the hip-
pies, who serve as symbols of freedom, individu-
alism, and protest against all forms of taboo. The
hippies categorically criticized the lifestyle of their
parents and opposed their views regarding moral
and ethical issues. Under the influence of marijua-
na, the characters attempt to temporarily forget an
undesirable reality and find refuge within their own
psychedelic world.

Easy Rider highlights the intolerance and vio-
lence that nonconformists frequently encountered.
Watching the film evokes Jack Kerouac’s seminal
work On the Road, the masterpiece of the American
Beat Generation writer who provided the impetus
for the counterculture movement.

The documentary concert film Monterey Pop
(1969), directed by D.A. Pennebaker, and Emile de
Antonio’s film about the Vietnam War, In the Year of
the Pig (1968), are both directed against the Ameri-
can system. Although these two films contain vastly
different subject matter, they equally express pro-
test against the country’s existing regime.

In the film In the Year of the Pig, Emile de Anto-
nio utilizes archival chronicles and interviews with
politicians and journalists to document the facts of
the Vietnam War, exposing its origins and brutal
consequences. The film raises numerous questions
regarding what triggered the large-scale escalation
of the conflict and why it devolved into such ex-
treme brutality—a trajectory that ultimately drove a
peace-loving society toward intense rebellion.

The director’s pacifist stance, which is palpable
in every frame, confirms his critical attitude toward
the military aggression that the United States was
perpetrating in Vietnam.

Upon its release, the film garnered critical ac-
claim, while right-wing politicians demanded it be
banned. Emile de Antonio stands as a clear example
of nonconformism; he boldly asserted his position
and loudly condemned the brutality of war through
the art of cinema, at a time and place when the

9 BROWNELL, American, 2010, p. 47.

large-scale war in Indochina was still ongoing.

The protest of writers and musicians—most no-
tably rock bands—was manifested through bold pas-
sages in their work, a movement that culminated in
its fusion with cinematography. The chords echoing
in rock music and the lyrics delivered through song
clearly and directly expressed the rebellious spirit
and the quest for freedom that defined this era.

In 1960s Hollywood, rock music and cinema be-
came increasingly intertwined, exemplified by Rich-
ard Lester’s 1964 film A Hard Day’s Night. Centering
on The Beatles, the film served as a testament to the
significance and power of youth culture. It became
a seminal model for works created in the decades
to follow, while concert films quickly established
themselves as a vital movement within musical cin-
ema.

D.A. Pennebaker’s documentary concert film
Monterey Pop depicted the 1967 Monterey Pop Fes-
tival in California, which featured performances by
Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Otis Redding, and bands
such as The Who and Jefferson Airplane, among
others.

This film became a symbol of the hippie move-
ment and the musical revolution. Jimi Hendrix’s
breathtakingly shocking performance, in which he
sets his guitar on fire, was an overt protest against
the events unfolding in the country. The musician
expressed a similar defiant attitude later at the
Woodstock Festival through his radically “distorted”
rendition of the American national anthem. Monte-
rey Pop boldly captured the nonconformist spirit of
both the performers and the director.

Journalist John Bassett McCleary notes: “The
Monterey International Pop Festival was not sim-
ply a musical event. It wasn’t simply an excuse
for young people to get together and do mindless,
youthful things. It was the beginning of a new kind
of gathering. It was the beginning of a new form of
music. It was the beginning of a political and spiri-
tual movement.”®

There were filmmakers who sought to assert their
position against the national system by integrating
rock music onto the screen. Behind them stood the
producers of legendary concerts, who transformed
rock performances into profound cultural and social
phenomena.
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The significance of this cultural transformation
is accurately assessed by American historian and
cultural scholar Michael Scheibach. In his work, he
notes: “Legendary music promoter and Korean War
veteran Bill Graham (b. 1931) brought the psychedel-
ic sounds of the counterculture to the mainstream;
and Jim Morrison (b. 1940) of The Doors and Grace
Slick (b. 1939) of the Jefferson Airplane reigned as
the first king and queen, respectively, of the new un-
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derground music.”™

Thus, in the 1960s, nonconformism was reflect-
ed as powerfully on the screen as it was on the
streets and on the stage. Against the backdrop of
the Vietnam War, the growing pacifist sentiment in
society redirected attention toward other acute and
unresolved social issues, such as racism, women’s
rights, and the socio-economic crises prevalent in
major cities.
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