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"Harlan County, U.S.A." is a documentary film directed by Barbara Kopple, released in 1976. The film is a powerful testament to the struggle between the coal miners and coal operators in Harlan County, Kentucky during the strikes in the early 1970’s. For years, Kopple and her team lived and worked among the miners and their families, recording their everyday struggles for improved pay, safer working conditions, and equitable labor laws.

At the heart of Kopple's narrative is a nuanced, feminist perspective that challenges the conventional portrayal of labor movements as predominantly male spheres. The film documents not only the struggle of the miners but also foregrounds the pivotal role of women—wives, mothers, and activists—as they navigate and shape the labor resistance that defines their families and communities. "Harlan County, U.S.A." thus emerges as an essential work of feminist filmmaking. It reflects the strength of women's voices in collective action, and is an exemplar of documentary form, utilizing observational and participatory modes to put together a story that is as riveting as it is critical. In this paper, I delve into the intricacies of Kopple’s award-winning film, analyzing how it unfolds its feminist narrative through a fly-on-the-wall approach, real-time footage, subjective influence, emotional connection, and an impactful integration of music.  

To begin with, it is important to note that “Harlan County, U.S.A." is celebrated as a seminal work in feminist filmmaking primarily because two female figures stand out for their remarkable contributions. Lois Scott emerges as a pivotal leader amongst the miners’ spouses, while Director Barbara Kopple embodies the spirit of female documentarians who conveyed the story of the women’s struggle and strike to the public. Although both parties had assistance from their male counterparts, the narrative of the strike, as well as the ability to tell it, owes its existence to the valiant women whose actions and sacrifices shaped the course of events. The film’s cinema verité style is a crucial element in highlighting the valor and tenacity of Lois Scott and her fellow women an effort-given voice and vision through the dedicated work of both Barbara Kopple and editor Nancy Baker.

The cinema verité approach, a prominent feature in observational mode documentaries, helps further encapsulate the feminist essence of the film as the audience witnesses women organizing, advocating, and leading the charge. Cinema verité’s immersive approach is depicted especially in the scenes of community meetings (Harlan County, U.S.A., 20:51- 21:34) where women lead discussions and discuss picketing strategies. The camera pans among them, capturing the unfiltered interactions filled with vitality and bustling enthusiasm. We come across Sudie Crusenberry discuss how without this women’s club the movement wouldn't exist, their families would starve, and their homes would be taken away. The women are the glue that binds everyone together and ensures the promise of victory one day. These scenes don’t simply record these women but rather invite their audience to live these moments with them, underscoring the feminist perspective that these women are not just sideline supporters but important drivers of change. 

Furthermore, by acting as a “fly on the wall” Kopple allows the audience to experience real-time footage of events as they naturally unfold. In a particularly moving scene, we witness a young mother tenderly bathing her daughter in a makeshift tub, using cold water and wet cloths. As she cares for her child, we overhear a heart-wrenching conversation between the two about their participation in the protests, which led to their imprisonment, all for the sake of securing her husband's job. She promises her daughter that one day the successful end of the strike will bring them the luxuries of “hot running water and a big ole bathtub" (Harlan County, U.S.A,19:13-19:38.) Such scenes help the audience understand that the coal miners' struggle did not end just them but instead affected their families in dire ways. They emphasize the women's emotional toil and resilience, pushing a feminist perspective to the forefront by highlighting their crucial role in sustaining not just the strike but also their community. 

Additionally, “Harlan County U.S.A.” further establishes itself as a pinnacle in the realm of feminist films through its (although momentary) discussion of intersectionality. The film ensures it captures the trials and tribulations of a diverse number of oppressed groups— Coal Miners, Women, and People of Color. The documentary illustrates how individuals from marginalized communities frequently form bonds of solidarity with those from other similarly disadvantaged groups. One telling incident is when a “Gun-thug” Basil Collins threatens the only black striker at the picket line and calls him a racial slur. Lois Scott bravely challenges him and yells out “That slur is a better man than you’ll ever be.” (Harlan County U.S.A., 52:08-53:00) 

Another example where the audience comes across the sheer dedication and power these women have is when Kopple shows us raw footage from one of the strikes. In this sequence, women can be seen at the protests standing shoulder to shoulder with scabs and armed police officers. (Harlan County U.S.A.,19:43-19:53.) During a turning point in the strike, an altercation ensues where both the film crew and the miners, alongside their spouses, are confronted with physical aggression on the picket line. Although in most of the documentary Kopple and her crew are present in every frame without being directly seen or heard, this is the first instance we see Kopple stepping in front of the camera and retaliating to an attacker pushing her, highlighting the participatory nature of the documentary. Kopple actively involves herself in the conflict, documenting the intense and dangerous situations with determination. 

In the following scene at the union hall, feelings of anger and fear are floating in the air, Kopple and her team are present at the location as well, this time deeply resonating with the emotional upheaval experienced by the miners and their families, rather than simply recording it from a distance. This helps the audience feel her commitment to capturing the true story and doing justice to the coal miners and their families as her lens becomes an extension of their lived experience. 

The women in Harlan County lived the struggles that the second-wave feminists were trying to make the rest of the country aware of. Keeping in line with the elements of Participator mode Kopple captured testimony of these struggles by interviewing women who had been witnessing death and destruction at the hands of the coal mines for centuries. The very first few minutes of “Harlan County U.S.A.,” feature a young woman who shares her experience growing up in a family of coal miners. Animosity and hatred towards the company were regular dinner table talk in her house and over time she too adopted this sentiment. She recalls a gut-wrenching account of watching her grandfather succumb to black lung disease and how it solidified her conviction that action was necessary to address such injustices. Not only do the interviews provide much-needed background context on the origins of the movement to the audience but they also elevate the experiences and insights of these women. The documentary's participatory approach is apparent as the women actively participate in the narrative process rather than being just passive subjects. Their tales are woven into the overall framework of the film, allowing them to give voice to their words. 

Additionally, Harlan County is distinguished as a woman’s film by the process behind its direction and production. According to Gary Crowdus’s interview with Kopple and Baker, The making of the film reflects the story it tells because it was produced through a joint effort by the filmmakers. Many of them worked without pay, voluntarily for extended periods to ensure the story of the struggle could see the light of day. Just as the film was made through a group effort, the events it depicts also stemmed from collaborative cooperation. The women of both, Harlan County and the NYC film crew joined hands to work together. The striking women welcomed the filmmakers and expressed gratitude for their support. Kopple and Baker lived with and among the Harlan County women for months, hearing their stories, witnessing their struggles and persistence firsthand, and growing to respect their fortitude. "Harlan County, U.S.A." therefore, is a first-hand example of how unity, a key ideal of femininity can be vital in overcoming oppressive systems.

Music is the beating heart and soul of many films, guiding audiences through the emotional terrain of the story. The music actively participates in the telling of the story rather than just serving as a background presence. The incorporation of traditional labor and folk songs throughout the film creates a rich auditory canvas that represents the coal mining community's past.
They act as a link between the miners' current struggles and the working class's historical plight. These songs, which have their roots in the heart of American labor movements, serve as oral records, telling stories of past conflicts and achievements. The film begins with the somber "Which Side Are You On?"—a song written during the Harlan County War of the 1930s that effectively grounds the current battle within a history of rebellion. Ballads concerning the dangers of mining work, such as "Dark as a Dungeon," expose the miners' anxieties and bleak realities, while picketing anthems inspire cooperation and collective action. The film opens with a series of shots coupled Nimrod Workman’s melancholic soundtrack of men covered in dust, toiling away in the dark dungeon that is an active coal mine. It is his description of his “failing kneecaps, and aching bones” alongside the images of the men that we see that sits with the audience and helps them feel momentarily what it would be like to be a man working in these mines. 	Comment by Kaira Sen: For example, take the conditions within the mine. The film opens with a series of shots depicting sweating men caked in coal dust working in the deep darkness of the mine. It’s a precious image of the difficult conditions that these men worked through year after year. And yet, it wasn’t until I heard Nimrod Workman, his voice full of melancholy, singing about his experience of working the mine for decades, that I felt the heart-rending toll that mining takes on these men. He sings:

“My bones, they did ache me
My kneecaps got bad
Down on a hard rock
On a set of knee pads”

I would have thought that the images of men toiling in the mines would resonate more deeply than this simple description. Instead, the image of a dignified old man crooning about his broken lungs and worn out knees told me the full story. The images of the mines may have shown me what the mines looked like, but it was the ballad that really took me there and helped me feel a faint echo of what it was like to be a man working those mines.

Kopple outlines specific situations in which music plays a role in both expressing and cultivating the strike's spirit. The original composer of "Which Side Are You On? Florence Reece is seen performing the song decades after it was written. Reece, now withered with age and in her late 70s performing this song transports us back to the struggle she experienced as a young woman in the 1930s. Her raspy singing voice bellows anger and pain making the scene a stirring moment that bridges the contemporary struggle to the historical campaign against unfair labor conditions.

Lastly, it is also essential to note the inclusion of sound in the Film. Film sound influences what the spectator simultaneously sees, just as film imagery influences what the viewer concurrently hears. While Producing and Directing Kopple was also the hand behind the film’s sound, always carrying the mic around with her. "Harlan County, U.S.A." is a documentary that resonates with the authentic auditory experiences of its subjects—the spoken, sung, and shouted expressions of the picketers; the hoarse breaths of those inhaling the coal dust the laughter, sobs, and outcries of a community in turmoil, the rumbling and honking of police vehicles, the roaring of industrial machines and the loud bangs of mine blasts. These sounds merge, creating a continuous flow of auditory experience. Accented with the musical scores and dialogue they form a rich and complicated soundscape.

Conclusively, "Harlan County, U.S.A." is a remarkable documentary that makes use of a distinctly feminist lens, utilizes participatory and observatory modes of documentary, and meticulously integrates music into the fabric of its narrative. The Feminist viewpoint of the film is conveyed by its focus on the women of Harlan County, who play an important part in the miners' strike and the larger labor movement. The Participatory style allows the subjects, particularly the women, to express their woes personally, giving depth and authenticity to the narrative. The observational mode, in contrast, is employed to allow the audience to bear witness to the events without interference, adding a layer of objectivity and rawness to the film. The interplay between these documentary modes creates a dynamic storytelling approach that honors the complexity of its subjects.

Music plays an important part in the film, providing both a historical touchstone and an emotional guide. Traditional labor and folk songs are utilized to reinforce the community's long-lasting struggle and to strengthen the spirit of solidarity and resistance. These songs led and sung by women on the front lines, become anthems that highlight the strikers' commitment and camaraderie.

As far as the film's overall influence is considered, "Harlan County, U.S.A." has left an everlasting impression on the documentary filmmaking genre. It is a compelling representation of how documentaries can expand beyond simple observation to actively interact with their subjects and their challenges.
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