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he sound of  Hunter S. Thompson's name usually 
engenders a chain reaction of  associations: strange 

behavior, drug use, guns, and many other eccentricities and 
LGLRV\QFUDVLHV�RI �D�SURPLQHQW�SXEOLF�ÀJXUH�DQG�WZHQWLHWK�
century counterculture leader. However, one must not forget 
that Thompson was, before all, a journalist. His work in the 
news business began in the late 1950s at various publications in 
the New York City area, including TIME magazine1. Yet it was 
not until the middle of  the 1960s that he gained notoriety for his 
unusual writing style and questionable reporting techniques that 
would later be labeled Gonzo journalism. Thompson's in-depth 
reporting on the Hell's Angels motorcycle gang for The Nation 
caught the eye of  other journalists and publications who sought 
to push the limits of  traditional practices in the profession. Yet 
the Hell's Angels story and the book Thompson subsequently 
published were still far from the type of  writing he would adopt 
in his 1971 opus, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and later in 
Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail '72. Of  that earlier work, 
'RXJODV�%ULQNOH\��7KRPSVRQ
V�ELRJUDSKHU�DQG�HGLWRU�VDLG���,W�
is not Gonzo, it is not surreal, it is straight journalism but it's 
SDUWLFLSDWRU\�µ2   

    By 1972, Thompson was writing for Rolling Stone magazine 
and was sent out by Editor-in-Chief  Jann Wenner to cover 
that year's Democratic primary elections. His articles are seen 
today as a staple of  the avant-garde journalistic style which was 
famously labeled by writer Tom Wolfe as the New Journalism.  
Though they originally appeared as regular features in the 
magazine, the articles were later compiled and republished as a 
book.    

Early on in his reports, it became clear that Thompson 
decided to throw his support behind George McGovern, an 
unlikely candidate running against veteran politicians. Contrary 
to other traditional journalists, Thompson was very explicit 
about his political allegiances. He infused his fanciful narrative 
style with information that was at times plain false and usually 
presented the candidates and campaign members he disliked in 
D�YHU\�XQÁDWWHULQJ�OLJKW��7KHVH�TXHVWLRQDEOH�HWKLFDO�SUDFWLFHV��
however, were actually in congruence with the vision espoused 
by the New Journalism. As we will discuss below, Thompson's 

lapses into fabrication and fantasy were actually evidence of  
a deep ethical commitment to the profession and the public, 
unrivaled by contemporary traditional journalists and publishers. 

"BIG ED ExPOSED AS IBOGAINE ADDICT" 
Four candidates were leading the 1972 Democratic primary 

elections: Senator George McGovern (SD), Alabama Governor 
George Wallace, Senator Hubert Humphrey (MN) and Senator 
Edmund Muskie (ME). Thompson's biased coverage revealed 
KLV�ÀUP�VXSSRUW�IRU�0F*RYHUQ�YHU\�HDUO\�LQ�WKH�FDPSDLJQ�
season.3 He consistently presented McGovern as the underdog 
hero of  American's conscience while ridiculing and deploring 
the other candidates. To Thompson, they represented nothing 
more than the outgrowths of  the corrupt establishment.  He 
was also a great critic of  the incumbent Richard Nixon, writing 
that “McGovern made some stupid mistakes, but in context they 
seem almost frivolous compared to the things Richard Nixon 
GRHV�HYHU\�GD\�RI �KLV�OLIH�µ4

The 1972 election was a time of  deep political and 
generational divisions in the United States. The Vietnam War was 
at its height and a central issue in the election. One of  the main 
goals in McGovern's platform was immediate withdrawal from 
the war; his campaign also made many pledges that appealed to 
the young and politically disenfranchised demographics of  the 
country. Thompson made it his mission to help McGovern win 
the nomination and attracted attention with his heavily worded 
criticisms of  the other nominees. At one point he labeled 
Humphrey a “shallow, contemptible and hopelessly dishonest 
ROG�KDFNµ�DQG�FODLPHG�WKDW�KH�UHDOL]HG�WKLV�E\�WUDFNLQJ�WKH�
hypocrisies in Humphrey's addresses to the voters of  different 
states.5 However, once McGovern secured the nomination, 
Thompson believed that the candidate had capitulated on some 
of  his earlier ideals.  He proceeded to reprimand him accordingly 
IRU�VZLWFKLQJ�EDFN�WR�´ROG�SROLWLFV�µ6

These issues lead us to the focus of  our case study: 
Thompson’s attack on Ed Muskie. In the April chapter of  Fear 
and Loathing Thompson refers to a study on the Ibogaine drug 
by PharmChem Laboratories in California. In it, he presented 
details of  the effects of  the drug on individuals that included 

T

´HSLOHSWLF�OLNH�PDGQHVV�µ�´FKDQJHV�LQ�SHUFHSWLRQµ�DQG�WKH�
tendency to be disturbed by light and noise.7 The study claimed 
that the drug had been legal in many European pharmacies for 
over 30 years, and that the Iboga plant root originated from West 
$IULFD��,W�DOVR�VWDWHG�WKDW�WKH�GUXJ�FRXOG�EH�XVHG�DV�D�´VWLPXODQW�µ�
´DSKURGLVLDFµ�DQG�´LQHEULDQW�µ8 This research was the basis of  
Thompson’s allegations on the pages of  Rolling Stone that Muskie 
was addicted to Ibogaine.  He also mentioned the presence 
RI �D�´P\VWHULRXV�%UD]LOLDQ�GRFWRUµ�LQ�0XVNLH·V�HQWRXUDJH�WR�
administer the drug. 

Thompson then reinforced the Ibogaine story by relating 
the alleged drug abuse to Muskie’s suspicious behavior on the 
campaign trail. First, he blamed it for the candidate's emotional 
breakdown in New Hampshire. In February of  that year, Muskie 
and his wife were attacked by the Union-Leader, a newspaper 
in Manchester, NH. In an anonymous letter printed in the 
paper, Muskie and his staff  were accused of  having referred to 
Americans of  French-Canadian descent (an important voting 
GHPRJUDSKLF�LQ�1HZ�(QJODQG��DV��&DQXFNV��9Additionally, the 
SDSHU�KDG�SULQWHG�DQ�HGLWRULDO�ZKLFK��LPSXJQHG�WKH�EHKDYLRU�
DQG�FKDUDFWHU�RI �WKH�FDQGLGDWH
V�ZLIH��10 While giving a response 
VSHHFK�LQ�D�VQRZ�VWRUP�LQ�IURQW�RI �WKH�QHZVSDSHU�RIÀFH��
condemning its publisher William Loeb, Muskie appeared to 
have started crying.
1HZV�RI �WKH��FU\LQJ�VSHHFK��VSUHDG�OLNH�ZLOGÀUH�DQG�ZDV�

thought to be a determining factor in the candidate's poorer-
than-expected performance at the polls nine days later.11 Muskie 
claimed that he had not actually been crying and that it was just 
snow in his eyes. However, it is popularly believed that he in fact 
broke down.12�0RVW�REVHUYHUV�FRQQHFWHG�WKLV��EUHDNGRZQ��WR�
the candidate's overwhelmed state in light of  the attacks made 
by Loeb's paper, but Thompson had another explanation: He 
FODLPHG�WKDW�WKLV�ZDV�WKH�´,ERJDLQH�HIIHFWµ�LQ�DFWLRQ��FDXVLQJ�
Muskie to become hysterical.13 Thompson also alleged that 
Ibogaine was to blame for Muskie’s erratic behavior during 
other speeches, including one in Miami, Florida when he angrily 
reprimanded drunk hecklers.14 Further, he wrote that Muskie’s 
excessive eye rolling during TV interviews and his “babbling 
UDJHVµ�ZHUH�FDXVHG�E\�D�´EDG�,ERJDLQH�IUHQ]\�µ�7KRPSVRQ�HYHQ�
went as far as to say that Muskie had been hallucinating “Gila 
PRQVWHUVµ�LQ�WKH�FURZGV��ZKLFK�FDXVHG�KLV�EUDLQ�WR�SDUDO\]H�15 

It is noteworthy that by the end of  the chapter on Muskie’s 
Ibogaine abuse, Thompson insinuates that his allegations aren’t 
IDFWV��´>ZH@�FDQ�RQO\�VSHFXODWH�RQ�WKLV�µ�KH�ZULWHV��+H�DOVR�DYRLGV�
IXUWKHU�YHULÀFDWLRQ�RI �GUXJ�DEXVH�E\�VD\LQJ�WKDW�WKH�%UD]LOLDQ�
doctor on Muskie’s team was nowhere to be found.16 This 
vagueness indicated to many that the accusations did not hold 
water. However this did not stop other journalists from using 
the allegations as fact.17 According to the editors and critics 
LQWHUYLHZHG�LQ�*LEQH\
V�ÀOP��RWKHU�QHZV�UHSRUWHUV�SLFNHG�XS�
the allegations of  Ibogaine abuse. “Reporters believed it enough 
WKDW�WKH\�DVNHG�0XVNLH�DERXW�LW�DW�SUHVV�FRQIHUHQFHV�µ�VDLG�-RKQ�
Burks, former managing editor of  Rolling Stone. This came as a 
shock to Thompson and his colleagues at the magazine.  Charles 
Perry, editor of  Rolling Stone recalled receiving and printing the 
RULJLQDO�SLHFH���)LUVW�ZH�VDZ�WKLV�ZRUG�>,ERJDLQH@��WKHQ�ZH�KDG�
to look it up. And then we started wondering if  somebody could 
sue us about this. Then we realized how silly that would be so we 

ZHQW�DKHDG�ZLWK�LW��18 While Gibney's Rolling Stone interviewees 
insisted that even reporters who had been following Muskie 
for several months took the accusations seriously, McGovern 
campaign strategist Frank Mankiewicz claimed that everybody 
was aware that these allegations were ridiculous.19 

Despite the division of  opinions about the amount of  sway 
this story actually had with the public and other journalists 
covering the campaign, the fact remains that the story of  
Muskie’s Ibogaine abuse was fabricated. In an interview with 
Playboy magazine a year after the publication of Fear and Loathing 
on the Campaign Trail '72, Thompson openly admitted the falsity 
of  his allegations. He defended himself  by claiming that he 
´GLGQ·W�VD\�KH�ZDV�WDNLQJ�>,ERJDLQH@µ��KH�VLPSO\�VDLG�WKDW�WKHUH�
was a rumor of  a Brazilian doctor bringing Muskie Ibogaine 
SDFNHWV��+H�WKHQ�VDLG�´ZKR�ZRXOG�EHOLHYH�WKDW«"µ20 In another 
interview on a 1970s talk show Thompson openly declared that 
KH��VWDUWHG�WKH�UXPRU�LQ�0LOZDXNHH��21 

NEW ETHICS FOR THE NEW JOURNALISM 
One of  the fundamental necessities in considering the case 

of  Hunter S. Thompson's writing and its ethical implications 
is the idea that journalism genres do exist. Far from being a 
monolithic, uniform type of  literary activity guided by one set of  
professional and stylistic standards, journalism takes on diverse 
forms in the service of  the truth and the public. Journalism 
is not just writing the news, it can also be satire, muckraking, 
yellow journalism (tabloids), investigations, photography and 
illustration, editorials, and feature writing. Over the years, 
standards of  objectivity and truth have been challenged by 
individual journalists and organizations. These notions, and 
how they are to be represented, may change over time among 
GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV�RI �SHRSOH���7KH�WUXWK�RI �DOO�ZULWLQJ�LV�D�
PDWWHU�RI �VRFLDO�QHJRWLDWLRQ��7R�VD\�D�UHSRUW�LV�WUXH�LV�WR�DIÀUP�
that it speaks the consensus of  some actual community of  
interpreters... In turn, disagreements over truth signal appeals 
to different communities of  interpretation, with their own 
VWDQGDUGV�RI �HYLGHQFH��VLJQLÀFDQFH��DQG�VW\OH��22

The other important element to consider in an analysis of  
Thompson's work is the context of  the time period in which it 
was produced. The 1960s and 70s were decades of  great social 
XSKHDYDO��WHFKQRORJLFDO�SURJUHVV��DQG�JHQHUDWLRQDO�FRQÁLFW�LQ�
the United States.  In one of  the most thoughtful and detailed 
analyses of  Thompson's work and the wider movement it 
represented, John J. Pauly of  the University of  Tulsa describes 
how these tensions played out in journalism:
�-RXUQDOLVWV�ZKR�ZURWH�LQ�D�GLVWLQFWLYH�SHUVRQDO�YRLFH�ZDQWHG�

to be free to tell stories as they saw them, without being shackled 
by institutional conventions of  objectivity. They thought that 
personal involvement and immersion were indispensable to 
an authentic, full-blooded account of  experience. Detractors, 
especially editors, abhorred that personal voice, because they 
felt it betrayed the public's trust in journalism as unbiased 
fact. The controversy clearly went beyond narrow matters of  
literary technique, for it alluded to ubiquitous arguments about 
journalists' sincerity, authenticity, and loyalties. 'Personalism' 
articulated young journalists' newly imagined connection to 
the people and events they reported. As a style of  political 
commitment, personalism apposed itself  to the thin-lipped, 
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emotionally repressive style of  middle-class worklife. In 
MRXUQDOLVP�WKDW�FRQÁLFW�RYHU�FXOWXUDO�VW\OH�RIWHQ�SOD\HG�LWVHOI �
out in newsroom confrontations that were at once generational 
as well as professional. Young reporters refused to remain 
laptop dummies who lip synched the newspaper's institutional 
YRLFH���7KH\�GHPDQGHG�RIÀFLDO�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�WKH�
ones in the streets, close to the real action. Editors resisted 
such nonnegotiable demands. To them personalism was the 
chant of  a permissive and disrespectable age, in which lazy, self-
indulgent young reporters refused to accept their professional, 
LQVWLWXWLRQDO�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV��23

In 1973, Tom Wolfe wrote the seminal work The New 
Journalism to demonstrate emerging trends both in coverage 
RI �WKH�QHZV�DQG�LQ�QRQ�ÀFWLRQ�OLWHUDWXUH��,Q�WKLV�ERRN��:ROIH�
argued that the introduction and indeed the already existing 
use of  literary techniques in journalistic writing by the likes 
Thompson, Norman Mailer, and Gay Talese were effective 
ways to capture the spirit of  a new era of  unprecedented 
VRFLDO�FKDQJHV�DQG�FXOWXUDO�XSKHDYDOV��:ROIH�GHÀQHG�IRXU�NH\�
techniques that set this New Journalism apart: scene-by-scene 
construction of  the events of  the story, the recording and 
reporting of  dialog, the use of  a third-person point of  view, 
and status details about the settings of  events.24 The result was a 
blend of  factual information with a subjective perception made 
explicitly transparent by the writer's admission and embrace 
of   his/her limited scope on the events in which he or she 
participated and observed. 

Fabrication is unethical by traditional journalistic standards, 
but is subjectivity unethical as well? Thompson's work has 
EHHQ�SUDLVHG�E\�FULWLFV�DQG�QR�ODZVXLW�ZDV�HYHU�ÀOHG�DJDLQVW�KLP�
for the false allegations he made about Muskie or any other 
FDQGLGDWH�IRU�WKDW�PDWWHU��(YHQ�SROLWLFDO�ÀJXUHV�7KRPSVRQ�
had insulted and chided in his articles, including Jimmy Carter 
and Pat Buchanan recognized the virtue of  his style.  Frank 
Mankiewicz, senior strategist for George McGovern repeatedly 
VWDWHG�WKDW�7KRPSVRQ
V�ZDV��WKH�PRVW�DFFXUDWH�DQG�OHDVW�
IDFWXDO�DFFRXQW��RI �WKH������FDPSDLJQV�25 Here we come to 
two concepts that were central both to Thompson's journalistic 
endeavors and the New Journalism establishment: the idea of  
the truth and the hegemony of  the media over the presentation 
thereof.

If  journalists are supposed to operate in the service of  the 
truth before all, then Thompson's work can be understood 
as just to the spirit, if  not the letter, of  the truth. Thompson 
had a very clear, moralist approach to politics in America.  He 
loathed Richard Nixon and considered his policies, not the least 
of  which the war in Vietnam, as deeply harmful to the nation. 
As a responsible citizen, he then took it upon himself  to work 
for the cause that was right in his eyes through the medium 
of  journalism. In a 1997 interview with The Atlantic�KH�VDLG��,�
don't get any satisfaction out of  the old traditional journalist's 
view - 'I just covered the story. I just gave it a balanced view.' 
Objective journalism is one of  the main reasons American 
politics has been allowed to be so corrupt for so long. You can't 
EH�REMHFWLYH�DERXW�1L[RQ���+H�FRQWLQXHG���,I �\RX�FRQVLGHU�WKH�
great journalists in history, you don't see too many objective 
journalists on that list. H. L. Mencken was not objective. Mike 
Royko, who just died. I. F. Stone was not objective. Mark Twain 

was not objective. I don't quite understand this worship of  
REMHFWLYLW\�LQ�MRXUQDOLVP��1RZ��MXVW�ÁDW�RXW�O\LQJ�LV�GLIIHUHQW�
IURP�EHLQJ�VXEMHFWLYH��26

3DXO\�ZULWHV�WKDW�1HZ�-RXUQDOLVP��FKDOOHQJHG�WKH�DXWKRULW\�
RI �MRXUQDOLVP
V�HPSLUH�RI �IDFWV��27 In the contemplation of  
journalism ethics, it would be a mistake not to consider the role 
journalists themselves play in a construction and perpetuation 
RI �D�FHUWDLQ�NLQG�RI �WUXWK��7KLV�WUXWK�UHÁHFWV�UHDOLWLHV�DERXW�
its writers and the establishments which publish it as surely as 
humans can never be separate from the history and interests 
that shape their perception and understanding of  the world.  
Even journalists cannot escape this fact of  being human. 
Traditionally, they have tried to balance their own shortcomings 
DV�ÁDZHG�LQGLYLGXDO�RQORRNHUV�E\�LQWHUYLHZLQJ�D�YDULHW\�RI �
other observers and avoiding voicing their own analysis of  
events in news coverage. New Journalists on the other hand, 
while operating from the same desire to present the public with 
the most accurate information about events, decided to honor 
their subjectivity and acknowledge their biases up-front. They 
did not shy away from exaggerations and distortions as well as 
stylistic unorthodoxy to accomplish this task. Perhaps this is 
not what journalists are supposed to do, but Thompson, Wolfe, 
and other New Journalists were against the idea of  a politically 
and culturally disengaged journalism.  This is why they decided 
WR�ZULWH�GLIIHUHQWO\����3URIHVVLRQDO�MRXUQDOLVPV
V�WUXWK���3DXO\�
DUJXHV���ZKLFK�QHYHU�VWDQGV�XQFKDOOHQJHG��KDV�UDUHO\�EHHQ�DV�
ÀHUFHO\�FRQWHVWHG�DV�LW�ZDV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��28

The New Journalists mentioned by Wolfe were mostly in their 
twenties and thirties in the period, and like the rest of  the youth 
RI �$PHULFD��VRXJKW�WR�FKDQJH�WKHLU�VRFLHW\��7KXV��WKH�FRQÁLFW�
between the ethical standards of  traditional and New Journalism 
FDQ�DOVR�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�LQ�JHQHUDWLRQDO�WHUPV���7KH�PRUH�JHQWOH�
souls among the editors sometimes counseled patience with 
the young, and the braver ones even noted the hypocrisy of  
the establishment's own ethics, which encouraged editors and 
publishers to support the United Way and the Chamber of  
&RPPHUFH�EXW�QRW�61&&�RU�0REH��29 He continues: 
�3DUW�RI �1HZ�-RXUQDOLVP
V�GLVWLQFWLYH�SROLWLFDO�FRQWULEXWLRQ�

was certainly its fascination with culture. In the traditional 
newsroom, culture has always remained a residual category, the 
social stuff  to be cleaned up by female writers after real men had 
devoured the political issues of  the day. In the New Journalism, 
however, culture - often experienced as the politics of  style - 
supplied the very substance of  the reporting, and the attempt 
to report on culture usefully complicated discussions about the 
WUXWK�RI �QRQÀFWLRQ�ZULWLQJ��30

Simply put, while the traditional journalistic establishment 
LV�FRQFHUQHG�VROHO\�ZLWK�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��ZKDW�LV�WKH�WUXWK�WKDW�ZH�
QHHG�WR�UHSRUW"���WKHLU�DWWHPSWV�WR�DQVZHU�DUH�XQIRUWXQDWHO\�QRW�
infrequently marred by corporate interests. The New Journalists, 
RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��DVNHG�WKH�DGGLWLRQDO�TXHVWLRQ�RI ��ZKRVH�WUXWK�
DUH�ZH�UHSRUWLQJ"���

PURE GONzO 
Is it ethical to excuse the bending of  ethical norms in the 

SURFHVV�RI �UHSRUWLQJ�LI �WKH�ÀQDO�SURGXFW�LV�LQ�WKH�VHUYLFH�RI �WKH�
public good and no serious harm is done to those being mocked 
of  or demonized? After all, these exceptions are widely made 

for satirists, so why not occasionally extend them to reporters?  
�7KH�VWURQJHVW�REMHFWLRQ�WR�FRQYHQWLRQDO�MRXUQDOLVPV
V�WUXWK�LV�
not that it claims to be representational or objective, but that it 
unilaterally asserts rather than fully argues its truth claims,  The 
strength of  a newspaper's interpretations are rarely tested by a 
FRPPXQLW\�RI �UHDGHUV��31 The Union-Leader case in the story 
of  Muskie's campaign is a perfect example.  The publisher of  
WKDW�SDSHU�KDG�D�FOHDU�SROLWLFDO�DJHQGD���/RHE�KDG�EHHQ�JLYLQJ�
0XVNLH�WKH�VDPH�EUXWDO�IURQW�SDJH�HGLWRULDO��WUHDWPHQW
�KH�KDG�
given other moderates and liberals in both parties who appeared 
WR�WKUHDWHQ�WKH�SXEOLVKHU
V�IDYRUHG�ULJKW�ZLQJ�FDQGLGDWHV��32 This 
FOHDUO\�UHÁHFWV�KRZ�ELDVHV�WHQG�WR�ÀQG�WKHLU�ZD\�LQWR�WUDGLWLRQDO�
media in ways that are more subversive than Thompson's 
outrageous claims. 

Ultimately, the unethical conduct of  Loeb did much 
more to harm Ed Muskie's campaign than did Thompson's 
phantasmagoria. Many people never even found out that 
WKH��&DQXFN��OHWWHU�ZDV�D�IDEULFDWLRQ�PDGH�E\�PHPEHUV�
of  the Nixon administration.33 On the other hand, the 
seemingly dishonest writing on Thompson's part was actually 
a manifestation of  high ethical standards on several fronts. 
Thompson behaved in a way that is suitable for a truly engaged 
citizen of  a democracy, by using his skills and knowledge in 
the collective struggle for desired change. Second, he overtly 
presented his biases and political positions to the public, thus 
allowing people to clearly understand the political implications 
of  his reporting. In so doing he was able to afford a fruitful 
stylistic experimentation which attracted readers and further 
aided in the goal to involve the public in the nation's politics.  
This is a goal that should be logically consistent with the work 
of  journalists who are agents of  democracy. In the end, the wild 
and deranged stories Thompson told from the 1972 campaign 
trail probably did more good for journalism than they did harm 
WR�WKH�SXEOLF�RU�SROLWLFLDQV���+H
V�QRW�WU\LQJ�WR�IRRO�\RX���7RP�
:ROIH�UHÁHFWHG���\RX�NQRZ�LPPHGLDWHO\�WKDW�KH�LV�ÀOWHULQJ�UHDOLW\�
WKURXJK�ZKDW�+XQWHU�FDOOHG�*RQ]R��34
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