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They say in Har lan County
There are no neut rals there
You'll either be a union man
Or a thug for J. H. Blair

Come all you coal miners
wherever you may be
And listen to a story that I'll re‐ 
late to thee
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My name is noth ing extra, but
the truth to you I'll tell
I am a coal miner's wife, I'm
sure I wish you well

We've been shot and we've
been jailed Lord, it's a sin
Women and little chil dren
stood right by the men
But we got that union con tract
that keeps the worker free
And they'll never shoot that
union out of me.

1. In tro duc tion
In order to ob tain bet ter be ne fits, portal- to-portal pay, and the right
to uni on ise with the or gan isa tion of their choice, in the sum mer of
1973 the coal- miners of the East over Min ing Com pany’s Brook side
mine in Har lan County, Ken tucky voted to join the United Mine
Work ers of Amer ica (UMWA). Doing so put the miners in op pos i tion
to the South ern Labor Union (SLU), the union with which East over
signed a con tract (without con fer ring with the miners) through its
par ent or gan isa tion Duke Power Com pany (Por telli 2011� 311). Though
East over’s chief ex ec ut ive of ficer Nor man Yar bor ough re cog nised the
UMWA as a bar gain ing agent, he ul ti mately re fused to sign a con tract
with them. In re sponse, the miners went on strike. The strike would
last until the end of Au gust 1974. The tra gic turn ing point in the strike
was the killing of twenty- three-year-old strik ing miner Lawrence
Jones by mine su per visor Billy C. Bru ner. Soon after, East over offered
a con tract, which the miners signed, thus end ing the strike.

1

This art icle ex plores the sound scape of testi mony and spon tan eous
lived ex per i ence, as ex pressed in song by the Har lan County coal- 
mining com munit ies on strike in Bar bara Kopple’s debut doc u ment‐ 
ary film, Har lan County USA (1976). In cov er ing the 1973-1974 Brook‐ 
side Strike among coal miners and their fam il ies in rural east ern Ken‐ 
tucky against the East over Min ing Com pany, Kopple cap tures and
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con tin ues an oral his tory tra di tion spe cific to a par tic u lar geo graphy,
one ex pressed in song. As per form ance and soundtrack, songs ac‐ 
count for an in teg ral com pon ent of the doc u ment ary, vo cal ising not
only the dis sent of the un fold ing present of the strike but also the
com munity’s col lect ive iden tity, in clud ing its his tory of union solid ar‐ 
ity and protest song writ ing/per form ance nat ive to Har lan County. I
ex am ine how song in the film, rather than serving merely as back‐ 
ground music over whelmed by and sec ond ary to the im ages, ex‐ 
presses the col lect ive spirit and psyche of the miners and their fam il‐ 
ies and con sti tutes a core mode of testi mony mo bil ised in the doc u‐ 
ment ary, as per formed on screen and played on the soundtrack.
Kopple’s con scious de cision to use songs spe cific to this com munity,
both geo graph ic ally and so ci opol it ic ally, could be read as her way of
hon our ing and fur ther ing the mul tilayered role of song among
miners, uni ons, their fam il ies, and their per sonal and pro fes sional as‐ 
so ci ates. Just as im port ant, how ever, is how such a de cision for the
film ex pli citly situ ates song as an in valu able form of col lect ive as well
as in di vidual testi mony and wit ness ing.

Dir ectly shap ing my ana lysis of the doc u ment ary’s sound scape is Jane
M. Gaines’ no tion of “polit ical mimesis,” which works through the
ques tion of doc u ment ary films in cit ing ac tual so cial change in the
world and the con nec tion between act iv ism and aes thet ics. More
spe cific ally, “polit ical mimesis” seeks to ac count for how cer tain films
and their screen bod ies (in protest, in struggle, in suf fer ing, in solid‐ 
ar ity) can in cite spec tat orial bod ies to sim ilar ac tion. Though Gaines
briefly dis cusses the use of pop u lar music as one ele ment of polit ical
mimesis, I ex pli citly apply a more sound-  and song- based in ter pret a‐ 
tion of it to ex am ine Har lan County USA and the aes thet ics of its
sound design through a for mu la tion of “song back.” For the doc u‐ 
ment ary situ ates song as a mode of wit ness ing and protest in the
present tense and an archive of col lect ive iden tity and ex per i ence of
struggle, one that is also closely tied to as well as shaped by a par tic‐ 
u lar geo graphy, thereby in fus ing song with great testi mo nial rich ness.
Also part of my ana lysis of the doc u ment ary’s use of songs of min ing
com munit ies is delving into the his tory of protest song writ ing and
per form ance by women in the Ap palachian re gion. 1 In this way, song
stands for not just the simple act of singing but is al ways already en‐ 
fol ded in acts of re mem ber ing, wit ness ing, community- building, and
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protest ing, wherein the past is not a tem poral mo ment re moved from
the present but in con stant dia logue with the lat ter.

2. Archiv ing Sonic His tor ies and
La bour Act iv ism in Har lan
County
Har lan County USA’s struc tured au di ovisual ap proach doc u ments and
presents in tan dem the “dia lo gic oral per form ance” (Por telli 2011� 10)
of the strike and the dy namic role of song within the min ing com‐ 
munit ies, in all its vis ceral and present tense im me di acy. And it is this
two- pronged au di ovisual ap proach that makes it a unique, in valu able
archive and ex pres sion of la bour act iv ism and protest on its own in
re la tion to other sources at the same time.

4

In fact, Kopple’s Har lan County USA was and has al ways been already
groun ded in an archival, mu sical con text. In 2006, thirty years after
its re lease, the Amer ican home video dis trib utor The Cri terion Col‐ 
lec tion re leased a spe cial edi tion DVD of the doc u ment ary. Also in
2006, Rounder Re cords re leased the Har lan County USA: Songs of the
Coal Miner’s Struggle CD. Rounder Re cords, a bluegrass/folk label
spe cial ist foun ded in 1970, had earlier re leased the col lec tions Come
All You Coal Miners in 1972 and They’ll Never Keep Us Down: Women’s
Coal Min ing Songs in 1984, both of which elab or ate the im port ance
and his tory of music in the Ap palachian re gion in gen eral and within
min ing com munit ies more spe cific ally, not to men tion women’s roles
in song writ ing. The afore men tioned 2006 re lease stems in part from
these two pre vi ous col lec tions, while un der stood as a soundtrack to
Kopple’s doc u ment ary. Most not ably, the back sleeve of the CD de‐ 
scribes the col lec tion as “a chilling mu sical re flec tion of the danger,
de term in a tion, tur bu lence, and tri umph that mark the Ap palachian
coal min ing ex per i ence,” within which women’s voices such as Hazel
Dick ens, Phyl lis Boy ens, Sarah Ogan Gun ning, and Florence Reece are
prom in ent. Not ably, Kopple dis covered West Virginia- born bluegrass
singer- songwriter Dick ens through the Come All You Coal Miners re‐ 
cord. Kopple then in vited Dick ens to com pose songs for her doc u‐ 
ment ary. As a miner’s daugh ter whose songs also ar tic u late pro- 
union and fem in ist an thems, Dick ens ac cep ted the in vit a tion (2006).
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With Dick ens’ par ti cip a tion as well as the ap pear ance of the likes of
Boy ens, Gun ning, and Reece in the film and/or its soundtrack, care‐ 
fully com piled by Kopple her self, Har lan County USA could be re‐ 
garded not only as a doc u ment ary but also as a mu sical/au di ovisual
col lec tion among the afore men tioned al bums.

Learn ing about Har lan County’s min ing com munit ies and polit ical
act iv ism is, by force of cir cum stances, syn onym ous with dis cov er ing
its in tense (oral) his tory of protest song writ ing and per form ance. Not
sur pris ingly, pro fessor, his tor ian, and mu si co lo gist of Amer ican lit er‐ 
at ure and cul ture Aless andro Por telli was “being edu cated through
music to the his tory of the Amer ican work ing class” (Por telli 2011� 3)
even be fore he set foot in Har lan County to re search the min ing com‐ 
munit ies and their his tor ies of la bour act iv ism. He even writes that he
“first heard about Har lan County in…1963, from an Al manac Sing ers
re cord ing of ‘Which Side Are You On?’ writ ten by Florence Reece
dur ing the dra matic miners’ strike of 1931-32.” Sub sequently, “In 1964,
I bought the New Lost City Ram blers album Songs from the De pres‐ 
sion, and I heard Aunt Molly Jack son’s ‘Join the CIO’” and “in Brook lyn
I taped Bar bara Dane singing an other Har lan county song, Sarah
Ogan Gun ning’s ‘I Hate the Cap it al ist Sys tem’” (Por telli 2011� 3). But
most tellingly, watch ing Kopple’s doc u ment ary in a theatre in Rome
in 1977 promp ted Por telli to re turn to Har lan County and begin his
oral his tory pro ject of the area. As he re counts in his mam moth col‐ 
lec tion of in ter views with Har lan County min ing com munit ies, They
Say in Har lan County: An Oral His tory, “When I watched the pick ets
sing ‘We Shall Not Be Moved’ and Florence Reece sing ‘We Shall Over‐ 
come’ at the Evarts Multi- Purpose Cen ter [in the doc u ment ary], I
sensed that using music to edu cate my self about Amer ican struggles
was not en tirely a fantasy’ (Por telli 2011� 5). In his book, Por telli charts
the an ces tral, so cial, eco nomic, and polit ical his tory of the tit u lar
county through in ter views with nearly one hun dred sev enty Har lan
Countians, both nat ive and oth er wise. He de votes sub stan tial at ten‐ 
tion to the 1931-1932 strikes that earned the county the moniker
“Bloody Har lan” and re ceived na tional cov er age at the time and to the
1973-1974 Brook side strike. Though as an oral his tory Por telli’s book
con sists of “trans fer ring…spoken per form ance to a writ ten text”
(Por telli 2011� 10), as in Kopple’s doc u ment ary, his in ter views with
former miners, fam ily mem bers, and other com munity fig ures in the
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min ing towns and sur round ing areas fre quently be tray the sig ni fic‐ 
ance and pre val ence of music and song as a com pon ent of their testi‐ 
mon ies. In cer tain in ter views, dia logue breaks into song or ref er ences
lyr ics to com mu nic ate is sues per tin ent to the speaker’s ex per i ences,
be it black lung dis ease, strikes and protests, poverty, or cor por ate
power, which can also be seen and heard in Kopple’s Har lan County
USA. That Por telli’s first visit to Har lan County in Septem ber 1973
roughly co in cided with Kopple and her film crew’s ar rival in the
county (by a dif fer ence of months) to doc u ment the strike, could be
marked simply as co in cid ence. By that time, the Brook side strike had
already begun, in clud ing the vi ol ence that erup ted between miners
and the “gun thugs” hired by the coal op er at ors to clamp down on the
miners and their fam il ies. But such a par al lel begs Kopple’s doc u‐ 
ment ary to be un der stood as a work of so ci opol it ical, cul tural, eco‐ 
nomic oral his tory as much as Por telli’s book, one that fur ther po s i‐ 
tions song as testi mony, testi mony as song, via the sound design and
soundtrack.

In truth, Har lan County USA is a dis tinct work apart from other
archival works, be it a mu sical col lec tion or a lit er ary work, in that
one could view and/or listen to the film, and its power would be no
less di min ished in either case. As in the state ment above, Por telli
him self iden ti fies the visual and aural power of Kopple’s doc u ment ary
in the way that it tan gibly con veys the strik ing Brook side miners, in‐ 
clud ing their fam il ies and liv ing con di tions, that are of course ab sent
in his book by vir tue of their re spect ive media formats. Cer tainly,
Por telli’s book chron icles the lar ger his tor ical con text and chro no logy
that sur rounds the Brook side strike, which is on the whole ab sent or
frag ment ary in Kopple’s doc u ment ary, and is there fore a use ful com‐ 
ple ment ary ref er ence. Moreover, it also con veys the strong ele ment
of song that is char ac ter istic of both the re gion’s min ing com munit ies
and their la bour act iv ism. But Har lan County USA’s visual and aural
power lays pre cisely in the way it brings to the eye and ear the de‐ 
pressed con di tions in which Har lan County’s min ing com munit ies
were liv ing and work ing as well as the or gan isa tion, sounds, and
songs of protest res ult ing from such con di tions, past and present. In
this way, the film leaves no doubt as to the dy namic in ter con nec tions
between music/mu sical per form ance, acts of re mem ber ing and wit‐ 
ness ing, and testi mony as well as local/class iden tity form a tion and
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the cri tique of cap it al ism, in the name of en act ing socio- political/- 
economic change.

3. “Polit ical Mimesis” in Song and
Sound
In her essay en titled “Polit ical Mimesis,” Gaines tackles the thorny
ques tion of how doc u ment ary films have in cited socio/polit ical ac‐ 
tion and/or change. What is it about cer tain doc u ment ary films and
their rep res ent a tions of bod ies in “sen su ous struggle” (Gaines 1999�
91) on screen that could trans late into com ple ment ary acts of struggle
off screen? What are the aes thet ics of this par tic u lar doc u ment ary
real ism, this polit ical mimesis, which can “pro duce com pel ling sim il‐ 
ar it ies—in one’s body (through im it a tion [of screen bod ies])” (Gaines
1999� 94)? Fur ther more, what kind of im ages of vi ol ence are
more/less sym path etic to rous ing col lect ive ac tion out side of the
filmic text and in the world? Though Gaines presents more ques tions
than an swers, she ad dresses an im port ant issue within doc u ment ary
film stud ies with re gards to the link between aes thet ics and act iv ism.
For the pur poses of this art icle, I use her concept of polit ical mimesis
as a pro duct ive point of de par ture to ex am ine the more spe cific link
forged between film, aes thet ics, music, and act iv ism, past and
present. And it is here where the sound scape and soundtrack of doc‐ 
u ment ary films in their rep res ent a tion of com munit ies in “sen su ous
struggle,” such as that of Har lan County USA, comes into crit ical play.

8

Gaines ac know ledges from the be gin ning that even a “highly charged
image” (1999� 98) of doc u ment ary real ism can not by it self in duce
spec tat ors to ac tion. She there fore writes, “What has been un ac‐ 
know ledged is the use of ele ments on either the image track or the
sound track that make a vis ceral im pact, that may have a strong con‐ 
not at ive res on ance for par tic u lar com munit ies” (1999� 98-99), for “it
is im port ant to re mem ber that in the rad ical film the doc u ment ary
image sel dom ap pears en tirely ‘naked,’ that is, en tirely without aes‐ 
thetic sup ple ments” (1999� 99). For a doc u ment ary that has as its sub‐ 
ject a com munity in which la bour act iv ism, song writ ing, and mu sical
per form ance cut across its his tory and cul ture, such as that of Har lan
County, it goes without say ing that the in clu sion of songs nat ive to
the com munity in the pro- filmic space and/or in the soundtrack
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would hold very “strong con not at ive res on ance.” On a fur ther note,
Gaines rightly con cedes that “[W]e are only just be gin ning to think
about music and the rhet oric of doc u ment ary” (1999� 92) to de velop
that res on ance and even pos sibly polit ical mimesis.

Gaines’ con cep tu al isa tion of “polit ical mimesis” rests on ex amin ing
what she terms the “polit ical aes thet ics of doc u ment ary” (1999� 99),
and she cen ters her ex am in a tion on the body. In the pro cess, she re‐ 
cu per ates mimesis from a simple, re duct ive pro cess of im it a tion or
empty re pro duc tion to a value- laden phe nomenon that pro duces its
own au then tic know ledge of being in the world: “as [Michel] Taussig
ar gues, that mimesis is a body- first way of know ing should be to its
credit and not its det ri ment. There are things that the body ‘knows’
that the mind does not, he would say” (Gaines 1999� 93-94). Within
the con text of mov ing im ages, mimesis has a dual power from the
per spect ives of pro duc tion and re cep tion, which Gaines elab or ates
through the terms “image back” and “body back.” “Image back” refers
to mar gin al ised com munit ies/fig ures tak ing the means of rep res ent‐ 
a tion and rep res ent ing their own faces, bod ies, and thus ex per i ences
and iden tit ies on their terms in stead of hav ing oth ers do it for them.
“Body back” is pre cisely Gaines’ defin i tion of polit ical mimesis, in that
spec tat orial bod ies crit ic ally im it ate and re flect screen bod ies and
there fore “carry on the same struggle” (1999� 100) in one and the
same world. As such, polit ical mimesis “be gins with the body” (1999�
90). But what of voice and sound, and par tic u larly song? Though she
writes that “[p]er haps the most eas ily un der stood ex ample of the
bod ily ef fects I am talk ing about are the ef fects pro duced by pop u lar
music” (1999� 91), she does not elab or ate what such ef fects are. I thus
ex tend Gaines’ polit ical mimesis to in clude an other tier of power that
lies spe cific ally in vocal per form ance, one that I term “song back,”
which also op er ates along both pro duc tion and re cep tion levels. For
this art icle, I limit my crit ical ap plic a tion of “song back” to an older
film such as Har lan County USA, whose his tor ical con text is char ac‐ 
ter ised by the prom in ence of music in protest/act iv ist move ments.
Nev er the less, my for mu la tion of “song back” and ex am in a tion of
Kopple’s film should be read in dir ect con nec tion to and in dia logue
with more con tem por ary act iv ist au di ovisual pro duc tion, such as
videos fea tur ing music songs up loaded to You Tube by protest ing cit‐

10



“Song Back”: Music/al Performance as Activism and Archive in Harlan County USA (1976)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

izens, to help il lus trate that the “protest song as polit ical com mu nic a‐ 
tion is still rel ev ant in the In ter net era” (Jen zen, et.al. 2020� 2012).

If polit ical mimesis “be gins with the body,” then it should al ways
already in clude vo cal isa tion, which is the body’s pro cess of pro du cing
sound with/through the mouth. To “song back,” then, is to vo cal ise
one’s/an other’s his tory, memory, and ex per i ence pre cisely in song,
in clud ing the show cas ing and cur a tion of songs dir ectly re lated to a
spe cific event, place, and/or a com munity’s his tory and iden tity.
Through the pro cess of “song back,” the per form ance and/or shar ing
of lyr ics bridges a song’s dis tinct past and present in voc a tion tied to
spe cific socio- political con texts and, by ex ten sion, bridges one’s/an‐ 
other’s set of ex per i ences and that of (new) listen ers/view ers. So ci‐ 
omusico lo gist Simon Frith, in his ex am in a tion of the in ter lock ing of
music and iden tity/form a tion, already points to the em path etic sim‐ 
ul tan eous self/other and in di vidual/col lect ive in the per form ance of
music: “Music seems to be a key to iden tity be cause it of fers, so in‐ 
tensely, a sense of both self and oth ers, of the sub ject ive in the col‐ 
lect ive” (2011� 110). And echo ing Robert Neustadt’s state ment of music
as a power ful mne monic sym bol, Frith also writes, “Music, like iden‐ 
tity, is both per form ance and story, de scribes the so cial in the in di‐ 
vidual and the in di vidual in the so cial” (2011� 109). One could argue
that to “song back” does not amount to full- fledged socio- political
ac tion or change on the part of spec tat ors of doc u ment ary films.
How ever, fol low ing Frith, the act of singing can be read as a kind of
polit ical ac tion in so far as by singing and shar ing (as one sings in ev it‐ 
ably for an audi ence, even of just one) one con tin ues and passes on,
how ever un wit tingly, an oral tra di tion that de tails the la bour act iv ism
of com munit ies often ab sent in main stream media and pub lic
memory, to younger gen er a tions who might be com pelled to learn
more about such act iv ism and com munit ies on their own. In the pro‐ 
cess, one com munity’s act iv ism can be joined with those of an other
com munity by “song back,” thereby in cit ing a greater and more
power ful solid ar ity for po ten tial change or, at the very least, changes
in per spect ives. A prime ex ample would be Florence Reece’s song
“Which Side Are You On?”. Though dated and com posed in the 1930s
dur ing the “Bloody Har lan” strikes, it was sub sequently re pur posed by
the group The Free dom Sing ers dur ing the Civil Rights Move ment in
the 1960s, newly mo bil ised for the Har lan County Brook side strike in
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the 1970s, and even taken up in the 1980s by Eng lish mu si cian/act iv‐ 
ist Billy Bragg in sup port of Brit ish miners’ strikes and against then
Prime Min is ter Mar garet Thatcher’s anti- union policies. In this way,
“Which Side Are You On?” op er ates as testi mony and wit ness ing of its
ori gin ary his tor ical mo ment as well as an archive of and con nec tions
between sub sequent peri ods of act iv ism.

If Gaines iden ti fies that “[t]he whole ra tionale be hind doc u ment ing
polit ical battles on film, as op posed to pro du cing writ ten re cords, is
to make struggle vis ceral, to go bey ond the ab stractly in tel lec tual to
pro duce a bod ily swell ing” (1999� 91), Har lan County USA’s sound
design and soundtrack play a key role in “mak[ing] struggle vis ceral”
pre cisely through its praxis of “song back.”

12

4. Song as Archive and Per form ‐
ance of His tory, Com munity, and
Protest
This art icle does not aim to define and po s i tion the cit izens of Har lan
County (and the rest of Ap palachia, for that mat ter) solely within a
mu sical frame work. Rather, it seeks to un der stand through the lens
of Kopple’s doc u ment ary why it is “[n]o won der that…[it]…is in tensely
nar rated through music and song” (Por telli 2011� 242). By ex ten sion, it
seeks to elab or ate how these cit izens have con sist ently mo bil ised
music to cul tiv ate a cre at ive as well as socio- politically-conscious
oral tra di tion, which en com passes their per spect ives on la bour/re la‐ 
tions, com munity, and/or fam ily. Above all, my aim is to demon strate
how Har lan County USA en gages in “song back,” wherein song serves
sim ul tan eously as: 1) testi mony of lived ex per i ence, in di vidual and
col lect ive, in clud ing the vi ol ence in flic ted by the “gun thugs” in the
present strike and la bour act iv ism of the past; and 2) a formal, aes‐ 
thetic, and nar rat ive struc tur ing prin ciple that or gan ises spec tat orial
un der stand ing of the strike, its par ti cipants and pro gress, and the
film’s me di ation of them.

13

On the one hand, the film op er ates largely in the present- tense ob‐ 
ser va tional mode of doc u ment ary film mak ing (in which Kopple was
trained under the Maysles broth ers and their concept of Dir ect
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cinema) to chron icle the strike. On the other hand, the doc u ment ary
also de vi ates from such a mode by delving into the re cent and dis tant
past of Har lan County and the UMWA in order to es tab lish not only
the la bour act iv ism that has char ac ter ised the min ing com munit ies
but also the cli mate of struggle and vi ol ence to which these com‐ 
munit ies have been wit ness and sub ject for dec ades. Kopple and her
crew ar rived in Har lan County in mid-1973 and re mained for the dur‐ 
a tion of the Brook side strike, and there fore wit nessed the dy namic
de vel op ment that was cru cial to its stam ina and dur a tion: the prom‐ 
in ent role that women even tu ally had in the course of the strike, from
the time they began to re place their miner hus bands, fath ers, broth‐ 
ers, and/or sons (fol low ing court in junc tions that dic tated the num‐ 
ber of men al lowed to be pick et ing) on the picket lines to stay ing
their ground, even lay ing them selves on the road, to pre vent state
police- escorted strikebreak ers from cross ing the picket lines and
thereby be com ing sub ject to ar rest. The film also charts, lead ing up
to the strike, the corruption- infested state of the UMWA, in volving its
former pres id ent Tony Boyle and the 1969 murders of his polit ical op‐ 
pon ent Joseph Yablon ski, his wife, and daugh ter (the order for which
was even tu ally traced back to Boyle) and, sub sequently, the mo ment‐ 
ous vic tory of Arnold Miller, the pro- rank-and-file miner can did ate,
as the new UMWA pres id ent in 1972. The doc u ment ary also presents
Har lan County union his tory by in clud ing archival foot age and pho to‐ 
graphs of miners at work and in protest dur ing the 1930s “Bloody
Har lan” strikes, along side present- day in ter views with miners and
fam ily mem bers who were polit ic ally act ive at the time and either
wit nessed or dir ectly par ti cip ated in “Bloody Har lan.” Through
archival foot age from the 1930s and present- day in ter views that she
con ducts through out the film with miners and their fam il ies, with her
voice often heard off screen, Kopple trans gresses the Dir ect cinema
dic tate of ob ser va tional, un ob trus ive, in vis ible, im par tial film mak ing.
But such trans gres sion was a fore gone con clu sion, as Kopple and her
crew were clearly on the side of the miners, most par tic u larly the
rank- and-file miners and their fam il ies who braved the picket lines
and the “gun thugs” on a daily basis dur ing the strike. It was on their
be half that Kopple and her crew also found them selves under threat
from these hired armed men work ing on the side of the min ing com‐ 
pany, as one se quence in the doc u ment ary clearly demon strates. In‐ 
versely, as Aless andro Por telli iden ti fies, “The film was also a way of
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in dir ectly in flu en cing events in Har lan” (2011� 316). Kopple cor rob or‐ 
ates, “Some times we would be sit ting on the picket lines with no film
in the cam era just to be there, just be cause we thought that it would
pro tect people” (2006). But in con stant dia logue with the prox im ity of
the coal- mining fam il ies, the im mer sion in their loc ale, and the threat
of blood shed al ways bub bling un der neath the sur face dur ing the
strike at a visual level in the film is the con stant pres ence of song at
the aural level, which also in ter sects with the visual.

In the fol low ing state ment, Kopple es sen tially lays out the pri or it ised
nar rat ive, visual, and aural ele ments of her ap proach to doc u ment ing
the Brook side strike for her film:

15

Har lan County had to have his tor ical ma ter ial as well as cur rent ma ‐
ter ial to really let you have that deep un der stand ing of where these
people came from and what their cul ture was all about – and the
music that tied them all to gether, ‘cause coal miners are geo graph ic ‐
ally so isol ated that the music some times tells the stor ies of what
they’re going through (2006).

In dia lect ical dia logue with the im ages, songs in the doc u ment ary
func tion as acts of protest, solid ar ity, wit ness ing, and re mem ber ing.
In the course of the film, as songs from both past and present ac cu‐ 
mu late, presen ted through the soundtrack, archival foot age, and
present- day on- site foot age, they come to con sti tute a ver it able aural
testi mony of the his tor ies of Har lan County’s la bour act iv ism, uni on‐ 
ism, and polit ical res ist ance. Kopple thus made a con scious de cision
to use music that was dir ectly con nec ted to these his tor ies, “the
songs ex press ing the same dia lectic between com munal and in di‐ 
vidual self- reliance and agency that [she] saw in the Brook side
strikers” (Weis ber ger 2006� 13). It is there fore no ac ci dent that the
film’s first in ter view, with re tired miner- singer Nim rod Work man, be‐ 
gins with him singing sev eral verses of his song “Forty- Two Years,”
which de notes the num ber of years he worked as a miner, be fore
speak ing of how miners were more or less ex pend able bod ies. The
song con cluded, the in ter view con tin ues with Work man, the “lack of
a break between song and speech em phasiz[ing] the fine line
between the two” (Hale 2017), as in the in ter views con duc ted by Por‐ 
telli for They Say in Har lan County. No less de lib er ate is the open ing
se quence, which starts un der ground as a miner yells out “Fire in the
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hole!” sev eral times to sig nal an im min ent blast ing and con cludes
with miners emer ging from the dark, at which point Merle Travis’
“Dark as a Dun geon” (sung by the late West Vir ginia folk singer- 
songwriter David Mor ris) plays on the soundtrack. 2 In dia logue with
the im ages, the song speaks of the dangers in volved in coal min ing. In
this man ner, these open ing sounds, songs, and im ages leave no doubt
as to whose side the film is on.

The songs present in Har lan County USA die get ic ally and extra- 
diegetically are per formed testi mony, protest, in di vidual/col lect ive
memory, and an archive, par tic u larly of the prom in ent and con sist ent
role of women in Ap palachian la bour act iv ism, in clud ing in Har lan
County. The women’s rise to prom in ence in the strike and doc u ment‐ 
ary is marked mean ing fully by song. Paul Ar thur has thought fully re‐ 
cog nised Kopple’s “in nov at ive sound design” (2006� 8) and use of
songs in the doc u ment ary. Moreover, he rightly re cog nises that “[the
fact that its] dom in ant mu sical voice is fe male is hardly in cid ental to
its wider themes” (2006� 8). As already men tioned above, Kopple per‐ 
son ally chose and in vited singer- songwriter Hazel Dick ens to provide
most of the soundtrack, in clud ing “They’ll Never Keep Us Down,” spe‐ 
cific ally writ ten and re cor ded for the doc u ment ary and played at the
film’s con clu sion on the soundtrack. In one se quence, over present- 
day and archival foot age that charts the long his tory of women in
Har lan County uni on ism and polit ical act iv ism, Sarah Ogan Gun ning’s
“Come All You Coal Miners” plays on the soundtrack, a song writ ten
from the per spect ive of a coal miner’s wife. When some of the women
are ar res ted for lying down on the road to pre vent strikebreak ers
from driv ing through and are placed in a jail cell, Kopple and her film
crew cap ture them in con ver sa tion. One of the women, Lois Scott,
voices her thoughts on the mat ter and breaks into song to help ex‐ 
press her feel ings: “Stay on the picket line/al ways on the picket line.”
Deep into the strike and later in the film, dur ing a very tense stan doff
between the women on the picket lines block ing traffic on a main
road and com pany armed men and strikebreak ers, the former group
breaks out into “We Shall Not Be Moved” when the lat ter are com‐ 
pelled to turn around and in re sponse to the local sher iff who tries to
talk the women into mov ing. Such a mo ment ex presses how “[m]usic
as part of polit ical move ments is im port ant…to mo bil ize people”
(Read ing 2015� 150) and to provide a “col lect ive ex per i ence – not ex ‐

17



“Song Back”: Music/al Performance as Activism and Archive in Harlan County USA (1976)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

actly cour age, but a sense of be long ing to some thing greater than the
in di vidual, in stilling a sort of strength” (Ey e r man quoted in Read ing
2015� 150). Of course, one of the most un for get table mo ments in the
doc u ment ary is of Florence Reece in her early sev en ties singing
“Which Side Are You On?” at a po dium in a packed UMWA meet ing as
a con clu sion to her speech. As she does so, the cam era zooms in on
young women in the audi ence mouth ing the lyr ics, the song and its
per form ance by Reece clearly con nect ing gen er a tions of com munity,
em power ment, and res ist ance and in carn at ing a rous ing in stance of
“song back.”

In its pur suit of re gis ter ing the sound scape and cli mate of tur moil
sur round ing the Brook side strike, the re cent and dis tant past of the
UMWA in re la tion to Har lan County, and min ing in gen eral, the doc u‐ 
ment ary at times de vi ates from its chro no lo gical, present- tense
mode. In these in stances, Kopple as doc u ment arian and Dick ens as
singer- songwriter col lab or ate to “song back” the tra gedies that ac‐ 
com pany a miner’s life and fam ily as the other face and voice of
protest. Dick ens’ “Man ning ton Mine” (sung by David Mor ris) tells of
the 1968 mine ex plo sion in Dick ens’ home state of West Vir ginia, in
which seventy- eight men were trapped and only four miners sur‐ 
vived, and ac com pan ies a se quence of mourn ers at a burial ser vice
in ter spersed with in ter views with sur viv ing fam ily mem bers of the
de ceased miners. Dick ens’ per form ance of “Black Lung” plays over an
ex ten ded se quence on black lung dis ease among miners, in the
mines, at a clinic, in an in ter view ex cerpt with a Duke Power rep res‐ 
ent at ive who denies the ex ist ence of such a dis ease, and in more
foot age that over whelm ingly ex poses the lie of such a denial. Dick ens’
per form ance of “Cold Blooded Murder” relates the murky UMWA
pres id en tial elec tion cam paign and the murders of can did ate Yablon‐ 
ski, his wife, and their daugh ter by then pres id ent Boyle, over foot age
that de tails the events. This series of se quences of image and song
may at first view ing seem scattered, par tic u larly be cause it strays
from the Brook side strike timeline, but it is in fact de lib er ate in its ar‐ 
range ment and jux ta pos i tion. As Hale de scribes, it is above all the
film’s sound scape that “pushes the viewer into the fight” (2017). Over
and above the lyr ics dir ectly com mu nic at ing mean ing, the pier cing
emo tional qual ity of Dick ens’ or Reece’s voice singing ac capella
adam antly demon strate how “mu sical sounds could also con vey polit ‐

18



“Song Back”: Music/al Performance as Activism and Archive in Harlan County USA (1976)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

ical mean ing” (Jen zen, et.al. 2020� 215-216). These image- and-song
edit ing choices op er ate in equal meas ure as a lament, a me morial,
and a shout of struggle, out rage, and res ist ance. This lament, me‐ 
morial and shout is also present with Phyl lis Boy ens and her father
Work man singing the tra di tional folk song “O Death” over foot age of
the Yablon s kis’ fu neral, which then cuts to Boy ens and Work man’s
real- time per form ance for Kopple’s cam era. The film’s sound design
and soundtrack also “present protest [sim ul tan eously] as some thing
cre at ive and artistic” (Jen zen, et.al. 2020� 219). The stakes of the
Brook side strike are lit er ally heard all the more clearly pre cisely
through the film’s sound scape, which con sti tutes Kopple’s own polit‐ 
ical ac tion of “song back.”

Yet ini tial writ ing on the film either neg lected or dis missed Kopple’s
com bat ive and cre at ive ap proach to the sound design and
soundtrack. In her 1977 re view of the doc u ment ary, E. Ann Ka plan
writes that “the aim of the film is not to provide an aes thetic ex per i‐ 
ence but rather to in form people about a spe cific polit ical event and,
if pos sible, in spire them, through the sym pathy it eli cits, to help fur‐ 
ther the miners [sic] cause” (1977). Peter Bis kind writes in his own re‐ 
view from the same year, “What visual beauty the film does have
comes al most by ac ci dent, from the blue- gray early morn ing mist
that shrouds the pick ets gathered by the road side to block scabs im‐ 
por ted by the com pany to break the strike” (1977). Yet the fre quent
bursts of songs through out the film provide an aes thetic, in struc‐ 
tional, as well as po ten tially in spir a tional ex per i ence, and an aural
beauty in ex press ing protest, ex per i ence, com munity, and agency all
at once, and not ably among women. Though Bis kind con cedes that
“Which Side Are You On?” “plays an im port ant role in the film, both as
a con stant re minder of the his tor ical con tinu ity of the miners’ fight,
and as a com ment ary, of sorts, on the kind of par tisan film mak ing
prac ticed by Kopple and her crew,” he re proaches Kopple for “us[ing]
the music too lib er ally, flood ing the sound track with bal lads and
union songs. I found my self wish ing she had al lowed the people their
mo ments of si lence, of mute ness,...and had not been in such a hurry
to el ev ate their ex per i ence to the level of myth” (1977).
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Sim il arly, in a more re cent piece, Grace Eliza beth Hale finds on the
one hand that Kopple’s film ac com plishes “some of its most com pel‐ 
ling work…by en ga ging the sense of hear ing,” wherein “sound an ‐
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chors, ex plains, and makes ‘au then tic’ visual im agery com prom ised by
the long his tory of doc u ment ary mak ing in Ap palachia” (2017). On the
other hand, Hale also finds that Kopple “labors to use these sounds in
ways that dis rupt the power ful cliché of singing moun tain people,”
which strongly “evokes the long his tory, from the song catch ers to
[Alan] Lomax, of rep res ent ing Ap palachian people through music,” in‐ 
clud ing char ac ter ising Ap palachi ans as people to whom music comes
“nat ur ally” due to their isol ated ways of liv ing. Hale’s cri tique is un‐ 
der stand able, for it re flects what Shauna L. Scott de scribes as the
“con tra dict ory image of Har lan Countians and other Ap palachi ans as
polit ical act ors” (1995� xviii), de pic ted as vic tims of un der devel op ment
as well as ac cel er ated in dus tri al isa tion, from which emerge their
polit ical mil it ancy, and often rendered exotic, or oth ered, in the pro‐ 
cess (Hevener 1978; Scott 1995). Vari ous media out lets and fig ures
have his tor ic ally entered the Ap palachian re gion, doc u mented Ap‐ 
palachian lives, per spect ives, and voices, and col lec ted the mu sical
styles and songs pro duced in the re gion, only to frame such music as
a marker of “prim it ive au then ti city” (Hale 2017) and en gage in a kind
of co lo ni al ist eth no graphy.

Within the world of the strike and film, how ever, I would argue that
the songs ex press the strik ing min ing com munit ies’ heightened and
col lect ive polit ical con scious ness while ground ing their ex per i ences
in the body and in the spe cific lan guage, his tory, and geo graphy of
Har lan County, not as vic tims but as act iv ist cit izens. The songs also
there fore com bat the si lence and mute ness im posed on the miners
through in tim id a tion tac tics by coal op er at ors and their hired body‐ 
guards, which in cluded the local sher iff and state po lice. Bis kind’s
choice of the word “flood ing” un der stands the songs in the doc u‐ 
ment ary as over power ing the people’s every day lives and ex per i‐ 
ences, which could be read as part of the his tor ical oth er ing of Ap‐ 
palachian com munit ies, socio- politically, cul tur ally, and eco nom ic ally
re moved from the greater United States. But the songs hold testi mo‐ 
nial, per form at ive, and archival value by ex press ing their per spect ives
and fight, not just in the mo ment of the Brook side strike in the 1970s
but also in pre vi ous dec ades; the songs should be read, then, not as
marks of “prim it ive au then ti city” but rather of their “labor mil it ancy”
(Hale 2017). The power of the (singing) voice in ac tion and in its loc al‐ 
ity re ver ber ates in and around the im ages, mak ing Kopple’s doc u‐
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ment ary much more multi- dimensional in re gis ter ing Har lan
County’s mu sical oral tra di tion, cul ture, and act iv ism. As Simon Frith
writes, “[T]he issue is not [ just] how a par tic u lar piece of music or a
per form ance re flects the people, but how it pro duces them, how it
cre ates and con structs an ex per i ence – a mu sical ex per i ence, an aes‐ 
thetic ex per i ence” (2011� 109). Frith could very well be de scrib ing the
au di ovisual prom in ence of song and mu sical per form ance in both the
Brook side strike and Har lan County USA.

5. Har lan County’s His tory of
Music, Protest, and “Song back”
As Kopple found through her ex per i ence of mak ing her doc u ment ary
in and on Har lan County, part of un der stand ing the Brook side strike
was learn ing about the 1930s coal- miners’ strikes and the fight for
the right to form a union. And fun da mental to the his tory of Har lan
County act iv ism is how music is used in re la tion or in re ac tion to
such ex per i ences. As Brit ish so ci omusico lo gist Simon Frith states,
“Mak ing music isn’t a way of ex press ing ideas; it is a way of liv ing
them” (2011� 111). Like wise, Por telli elu cid ates in They Say in Har lan
County, “In Har lan, music was often lit er ally a way of liv ing” (2011�
239). In short, an oral his tory tra di tion in Har lan County is also a mu‐ 
sical one that is not static but rather dy namic, con stantly nod ding to
the past while also evolving in the present in dia logue with local
events and out side in flu ences. Por telli fur ther de tails,
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Mod ern iz a tion and the min ing in dustry had been dumped upon Har ‐
lan whole sale, so quickly that there had been no time to for get the
ex press ive powers of oral tra di tion. The res ult was an un usual dia ‐
logue of tra di tional gos pel and bal lad tunes (“Lay the Lilies Low,”
“Pre cious Memor ies,” “Jack Mun roe”) with con tem por ary and rad ical
words and themes (“Which Side Are You On?” “Dread ful Memor ies,”
“Join the NMU”) (2011� 235)

along with the in flu ence of the blues, par tic u larly from Black miners,
and pop u lar music be gin ning in the 1920s with the ad vent of ra dios.
Song writ ing and mu sical per form ance are there fore po si tioned as a
fun da mental ele ment of Har lan Countians’ polit ical con science, act iv ‐
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ism, and agency, and also of the “Bloody Har lan” and Brook side
strikes.

Har lan County’s politi cised, mu sical oral his tory tra di tion is em blem‐ 
atic of and has ar gu ably shaped the coal min ing re gions of Ap‐ 
palachia. A com par at ive case would be the 1970s Chilean folk/protest
music move ment called Nueva Canción, or “New Song,” which “took
form as a move ment that pro tested in justice at the same time as it
sup por ted the es tab lish ment of [Sal vador] Al lende’s [short- lived so‐ 
cial ist and democratically- elected] gov ern ment” (Neustadt 2004� 128).
The move ment de veloped within the county and con tin ued in exile,
fol low ing Al lende’s death, the top pling of his gov ern ment in 1973, and
the es tab lish ment of Au gusto Pinochet’s mil it ary dic tat or ship. In ex‐ 
amin ing this move ment, Robert Neustadt writes, “[M]usic of fers a
tan gible cul tural thread through which one can read re cent his tory”
(2004� 136). To gether, Nueva Canción and Har lan County’s mu sical
pro duc tion force fully demon strate “the im bric a tion of polit ics, his‐ 
tory, memory and the pro cesses of iden tity form a tion” and “[t]he per‐ 
vas ive ness of music as a mne monic sym bol” (Neustadt 2004� 136).
Sim il arly, in her work on the con nec tion between songs, memory
flows, and cul tural/fem in ist struggles, pro fessor of cul ture and cre‐ 
at ive in dus tries Anna Read ing cites music as a “key to the con struc‐ 
tion of group iden tit ies, es pe cially those that have been or that are
under threat from a wider cul ture” (2015� 150). Ul ti mately, Kopple’s
doc u ment ary would not have the same emo tional, im mers ive force
and res on ance without Har lan County’s mu sical oral his tory tra di tion
shap ing its sound design and soundtrack. The songs rooted in the re‐ 
gion and com munit ies within the spe cific con text of la bour act iv ism
and Kopple’s mo bil isa tion of them would be bet ter un der stood as not
cliché but rather as one sus tained choice and mode of agency, among
oth ers.
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That the voices of Florence Reece, Sarah Ogan Gun ning, Phyl lis Boy‐ 
ens, and Hazel Dick ens run deep in the doc u ment ary and help con sti‐ 
tute the sound scape of Kopple’s rep res ent a tion of the Brook side
strike was there fore a stra tegic – and, in many ways, in ev it able – de‐ 
cision on her part. For Ap palachian singer- songwriters have by de‐ 
fault been also protest singer- songwriters, and they have come from
all over the re gion. And the most dis tin guished among them have
been women. Amer ican  eth nomusico lo gist and folk lor ist Hen ri etta
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Yurchenco relates the act ive role of women dur ing “Bloody Har lan”
on the picket lines, as pro test ers as well as oral his tor i ans put ting
their ex per i ences into song. She writes,

[T]he south ern Ap palachian women of the 1930s were not only
morale- builders, but were also union or gan izers... They or gan ized
many of the wild cat strikes. Like their men folk, they were often har ‐
assed by “gun thugs,” beaten, thrown in jail, even shot and killed. …
Songs served a defi n ite pur pose in strike- bound Har lan County: to
help form a union and to lift the spir its of the miners in their
struggle. … Many songs of the period were joy ful pae ans in praise of
the Union (1991� 214).

Un deni ably the most fam ous song com posed dur ing “Bloody Har lan”
is Florence Reece’s “Which Side Are You On?”. Though not a nat ive
Har lan Countian, Reece grew up in a Ten nessee min ing com munity,
lost her father to the mines, and her hus band Sam was a miner who
would even tu ally suc cumb to black lung dis ease. The couple moved
to Har lan County in the 1930s, where Sam was a union or gan iser and
there fore a tar get of the coal op er at ors’ in fam ous “gun thugs” man‐ 
aged by local sher iff J.H. Blair. Reece wit nessed firsthand their dirty
work when they ar rived one night at her house in search of her hus‐ 
band. After they had ran sacked the place, she wrote the words to
“Which Side Are You On?” that very same night. By cap tur ing and in‐ 
clud ing Reece’s per form ance of her song in Har lan County USA,
Kopple not only charts the on go ing fight among miners and their
fam il ies against cor por ate power at the time but also the his tor ical
con text from which it de veloped, in clud ing the con sist ently prom in‐ 
ent role of women as morale- builders and union or gan isers, fol low ing
Yurchenco. This fa milial/com munity his tory is also re in forced in in‐ 
ter views through out Kopple’s doc u ment ary, such as with Bessie Lou
Cor nett:

26

My grand father was a coal miner and be longed to the union – the
U.M.W. – and he died with black lung. I can re mem ber sit tin’ around,
you know, when we were younger, and him talkin’ about bein’ on
picket lines and or gan isin’. I mean, that was – that was what we
mostly talked about sit tin’ around the table after sup per and all. […] I
told my self then, if I ever got the op por tun ity to get those coal op er ‐
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at ors, I will. […] So when this strike came up, I saw the op por tun ity
and I jumped right in there.

Sarah Ogan Gun ning (along with her half- sister Mary Mag dalene Gar‐ 
land Stew art Jack son Stamos – known mu sic ally and cul tur ally as
Aunt Molly Jack son) also ex pressed in song the hard and dan ger ous
life of min ing in Ap palachia, greatly in flu enced as she was by her uni‐ 
on ist miner father, as heard early in Har lan County USA. Like her
many sib lings and half- siblings, Gun ning grew up in a coal min ing
camp (though by all ac counts it ap pears she did not live in Har lan
County). Com pared to Aunt Molly’s larger- than-life per son al ity, Gun‐ 
ning may have ap peared quiet. But as folk singer- songwriter Woody
Gu thrie once poin ted out, “Sarah’s homemade songs and speeches,
made up from ac tual ex per i ence, are dead lier and stronger than rifle
bul lets, and have cut a wider swath than a ma chine gun could”
(quoted in Yurchenco 1991� 216). Ex amples of Gun ning’s words- as-
weapons are “Come All You Coal Miners,” which end with the lines
“Let’s sink this cap it al ist sys tem/In the darkest pits of hell”; “I Hate
the Com pany Bosses,” whose ori ginal title was “I Hate the Cap it al ist
Sys tem”; and her first com pos i tion, “Down on the Picket Line,” whose
sub ject is the 1932 strike in Bell County, ad ja cent to Har lan County.
Like Aunt Molly, Gun ning left Ken tucky in the mid-1930s for New
York, where she per formed to live audi ences and on radio and also
went into the stu dio to re cord some of her ma ter ial. Such di a sporic
activ it ies fur ther ex posed urban pop u la tions to Ap palachian
folk/protest song writ ing and the his tor ies and testi mon ies that they
carry.

27

Phyl lis Boy ens and Hazel Dick ens rep res ent later gen er a tions of Ap‐ 
palachian women singer- songwriters who kept this mu sical oral tra‐ 
di tion alive, in part through their par ti cip a tion in Kopple’s Har lan
County USA and the fea ture films Coal Miner’s Daugh ter (1980) and
Mate wan (1987), in ad di tion to their mu sical re cord ings. Their par ti‐ 
cip a tion in Kopple’s doc u ment ary there fore pro claims, as much as
Bessie Lou Cor nett’s in ter view above, how the Ap palachian mu sical
oral tra di tion is strongly bound, nay, cul tiv ated across gen er a tions.
Both Boy ens and Dick ens were born in West Vir ginia and came from
min ing fam il ies; and their con nec tion went fur ther, for dur ing the
1976-1979 strike at Ste arns Min ing Com pany, Ken tucky, Boy ens and
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Dick ens “led the first del eg a tion of women to the picket line” (Lozaw
2006� 21). Boy ens’ father Nim rod Work man was a miner and es tab‐ 
lished singer whose songs like “Coal Black Min ing Blues” and “Forty- 
Two Years” at test to his decades- long ex per i ences in West Vir ginia
mines, from which he de veloped black lung dis ease. Work man re cor‐ 
ded three al bums in his life time, one of which was Passing Thru the
Garden (1974), made with Boy ens. One of Boy ens’ own songs,
“Lawrence Jones,” speaks dir ectly to the Brook side strike and the part
that Jones’ death played to put an end to the strike. Moreover, her ap‐ 
pear ance and per form ance with her father in Har lan County USA, like
Reece’s per form ance of “Which Side Are You On?” while the cam era
shows young women mouth ing the lyr ics, fur ther demon strates how
song is so in tensely mo bil ised in la bour con flicts. Though Boy ens was
also an act ress, Dick ens re mains the more fam ous of the two: “Al‐ 
though a fem in ist by con vic tion, she never lost sight of her roots in
Ap palachia and the eco nomic struggle that had fueled the pre vi ous
gen er a tions of song makers. Freed of a woman’s tra di tional role, she
be came a pro fes sional singer” (Yurchenco 1991� 220). Like Boy ens,
Dick ens lost fam ily mem bers to black lung dis ease. She wrote the
song “Black Lung” in 1969, upon her brother’s passing: “Black Lung,
Black Lung/Oh your hand’s icy cold/As you reach for my life/And
you tor ture my soul/Coal dust, water hole/Down in that dark
cave/Where I spent my life’s blood/Dig ging my own grave.” Har lan
County USA would have ended up a dif fer ent doc u ment ary al to‐ 
gether, aes thet ic ally and emo tion ally, without Dick ens’ col lab or a tion.
Though never visu ally present, her voice and words ring through out
the doc u ment ary as a mode of testi mony and wit ness ing of min ing
com munit ies’ lives.

6. Con clu sion
In this art icle, I ex amined Kopple’s Har lan County USA as the lens
through which to ad dress the in ter sec tion of la bour, act iv ist, and mu‐ 
sical his tor ies in twentieth- century Amer ica, spe cific ally Har lan
County, Ken tucky and the Ap palachian re gion of which it is a part.
Using Jane M. Gaines’ concept of “polit ical mimesis” as a point of de‐ 
par ture, I for mu lated the term “song back” to ana lyze Har lan County
USA’s stra tegic au di ovisual ap proach to cap ture and rep res ent the
Brook side strike, in clud ing the strik ing miners and their fam il ies, and
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the prom in ent role of song therein. Through its care fully con struc ted
sound design and soundtrack, Kopple’s film ex pli citly re gisters, on
the one hand, how Har lan Countians have been sub jec ted to and wit‐ 
nessed ex ploit a tion, poverty, ter ror ism, and depriva tion over many
dec ades and, on the other hand, how they have his tor ic ally mo bil ised
music as a cre at ive and act iv ist mode of testi mony. Put an other way,
song and mu sical per form ance func tion as a com pon ent of act iv ism
and form of archive at one and the same time for Har lan Countians,
past and present, with songs link ing not only dif fer ent eras of strikes
and solid ar ity ac tion but also gen er a tions of Ap palachian coal- mining
fam il ies, union act iv ists, and protest song writers, within the re gion
and bey ond.

Ac know ledging the im port ance of “ap proach[ing] music as mul‐ 
timodal to be able to ap pre ci ate its func tion and ef fect ive ness when
un der stood as part of a [com munity’s or] move ment’s com mu nic a‐ 
tion” (Jen zen, et.al. 2020� 216), “song back” is my at tempt to tease out
how song in Har lan County USA ful fills these mul tiple testi mo nial and
per form at ive roles. “Song back,” within the con text of Har lan County
USA, is an act of con nect ing mem bers within the same (act iv ist) com‐ 
munity through song and mu sical per form ance, across dif fer ent ages
and eras, such as the strikers in the film. Through its role of con nec‐ 
tion, “song back” also forges strong com munity and col lect ive iden tit‐ 
ies such as the coal- mining fam il ies of Har lan County, thereby also
con sti tut ing an archive of ex per i ences in song. But “song back” also
has the po ten tial to con nect dis par ate protest and solid ar ity move‐ 
ments, across dif fer ent tem poral peri ods and geo graph ies, as demon‐ 
strated earlier through “Which Side Are You On?” by Florence Reece,
which was com posed in the 1930s for the “Bloody Har lan” strikes,
util ised dur ing the Civil Rights move ment in the 1960s, and used in
ref er ence to strik ing Brit ish miners in the Thatcher- era 1980s. And
music con tin ues to play these mul tiple archival, act iv ist, and testi mo‐ 
nial roles in con tem por ary act iv ist/protest move ments, which make
of Har lan County USA an im port ant ref er ence and “song back” a use‐ 
ful man ner of gauging the in ter play of act iv ism and the aes thet‐ 
ics/form of au di ovisual media.

30

For “song back” as a man ner of reach ing pub lics and gen er at ing act iv‐ 
ist solid ar ity bey ond the scope of a county, re gion, or his tor ical mo‐ 
ment be comes all the more in tens i fied deep in the age of the In ter net

31



“Song Back”: Music/al Performance as Activism and Archive in Harlan County USA (1976)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

AR THUR, Paul (2006). “Har lan Coun ty
USA: No Neu trals There,” in The Cri te‐ 
rion Col lec tion. Avai lable via https://ww
w.cri te rion.com/cur rent/posts/422- ha
rlan-county-usa-no-neutrals-there.
Consul ted 24 June 2023.

BIS KIND, Peter (1977). “Har lan Coun ty,
USA: The mi ners’ struggle,” in: Jump
Cut, 14, 3-4. Avai lable via https://www.e
jump cut.org/ar chive/on li nes says/JC1
4fol der/Har lanC ty.html. Consul ted 20
June 2023.

DI CKENS

, Hazel (2006). “In ter view,” in: Har lan
Coun ty USA DVD, New York: The Cri te ‐
rion Col lec tion.

FRITH, Simon (2011). “Music and Iden ti ty,”
in: Hall, Stuart/Du Gay, Paul, Eds.,
Ques tions of Cultu ral Iden ti ty, Lon don:
SAGE Pu bli ca tions Ltd., 108-127.

GAINES, Jane M. (1999). “Po li ti cal Mi me‐ 
sis,” in: Gaines, Jane M./Renov, Mi chael,
Eds., Col lec ting Vi sible Evi dence, Min‐ 

nea po lis: Uni ver si ty of Min ne so ta Press,
84-102.

HALE, Grace Eli za beth (2017). “Do cu‐ 
men ta ry Noise: The Sound scape of Bar‐ 
ba ra Kopple’s Har lan Coun ty, U.S.A.,” in:
Sou thern Cultures, 23/1, 10-32. Avai lable
via https://www.sou thern cul tures.or
g/ar ticle/documentary- noise-soundsc
ape-barbara-kopples-harlan-county-u-
s/. Consul ted 4 Au gust 2023.

HE VE NER, John W. (1978). Which Side Are
You On? The Har lan Coun ty Coal Mi‐ 
ners, 1931-39, Ur ba na and Chi ca go: Uni‐ 
ver si ty of Illi nois Press.

JEN ZEN, Ole, et.al. (2020). “Music Vi deos
as Pro test Com mu ni ca tion: The Gezi
Park Pro test on You Tube,” in: Mc Gar ry,
Aidan/et.al., Eds., The Aes the tics of Glo‐ 
bal Pro test: Vi sual Culture and Com mu‐ 
ni ca tion, Am ster dam: Am ster dam Uni‐ 
ver si ty Press, 211-231.

KA PLAN, E. Ann (1977). “Har lan Coun ty,
USA: The do cu men ta ry form,” in: Jump
Cut, 15, 11-12. Avai lable via https://www.

and so cial media. In their study of the visual as pects of music videos
cre ated and up loaded to You Tube by protest ing cit izens dur ing the
2013 demon stra tions in Gezi Park, Tur key, Ole Jen zen, et.al. write that
“it is to a large ex tent through music that the protest en ergy [in Gezi
Park] has lived on bey ond the couple of weeks of ac tual oc cu pa tion
through con tinu ous sub sequent en gage ment on line and across other
per form ance ven ues and cul tural fora” (2020� 218). With the In ter net
and so cial media ren der ing tem poral and geo graph ical dif fer ences
ever more fluid, how “[m]usic can per meate protest [and au di ovisual
rep res ent a tions of it] in many dif fer ent ways” (Jen zen, et.al. 2020� 213)
re mains a sig ni fic ant ques tion. It is a ques tion with which Har lan
County USA grapples, thereby con firm ing its on go ing rel ev ance in our
time.

https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/422-harlan-county-usa-no-neutrals-there
https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/JC14folder/HarlanCty.html
https://www.southerncultures.org/article/documentary-noise-soundscape-barbara-kopples-harlan-county-u-s/
https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/JC15folder/HarlanCounty.html


“Song Back”: Music/al Performance as Activism and Archive in Harlan County USA (1976)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

1  En com passing not only east ern Ken tucky but also all of West Vir ginia,
west ern Vir ginia, west ern North Car o lina, and east ern Ten nessee fol low ing
the Ap palachian trail, the re gion more gen er ally reaches as far north as
Pennsylvania and as down south as Alabama.

2  Though Travis him self was not a coal miner, his song is a test a ment to his
grow ing up around a Ken tucky coal mine, where his father and broth ers
worked.
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Bar bara Kopple’s debut doc u ment ary film Har lan County USA (1976) cap‐ 
tures and con tin ues an oral his tory tra di tion spe cific to a geo graphy ex‐ 
pressed par tic u larly in song in cov er ing the 1973-1974 Brook side strike
among coal miners and their fam il ies in rural east ern Ken tucky. This art icle
ex am ines the aes thet ics of the film’s sound design, and how the film is po si‐ 
tioned to cap ture au di ovisu ally not only the strike as it happened but also
the his tor ical role of song/song writ ing as present- tense ex pres sions of

ejump cut.org/ar chive/on li nes says/JC
15fol der/Har lan Coun ty.html. Consul ted
20 June 2023.

KOPPLE, Bar ba ra (2006). “Audio com men‐ 
ta ry,” in: Har lan Coun ty USA DVD, New
York: The Cri te rion Col lec tion.

LOZAW, Tris tram (2006). “Music of the
Coal Fields: A New Music Hall of Fame
Digs into the Bituminous- dusted Roots
of West Vir gi nia Music,” in: Sing Out!,
50/2, 18-20.

NEUS TADT, Ro bert (2004). “Music as Me‐ 
mo ry and Tor ture: Sounds of Re pres‐ 
sion and Pro test in Chile and Ar gen ti‐ 
na,” in: Chas qui: re vis ta de li te ra tu ra la‐ 
ti noa me ri ca na, 33/1, 128-137.

POR TEL LI, Ales san dro (2011). They Say in
Har lan Coun ty: An Oral His to ry, Ox ford:
Ox ford Uni ver si ty Press.

REA DING, Anna (2015). “Sin ging for My
Life: Me mo ry, Non vio lence and the
Songs of Green ham Com mon Women’s
Peace Camp,” in: Rea ding, Anna/Ka triel,
Tamar, Eds., Cultu ral Me mo ries of Non‐ 
violent Struggles: Po wer ful Times, Lon‐ 
don: Pal grave Mac mil lan, 147-165.

SCOTT, Shau na L. (1995). Two Sides to
Eve ry thing: The Cultu ral Construc tion of
Class Conscious ness in Har lan Coun ty,
Ken tu cky, New York: State Uni ver si ty of
New York Press.

WEIS BER GER, Jon (2006). “The Sound of
Har lan Coun ty USA,” in: Har lan Coun ty
USA DVD, New York: The Cri te rion Col‐ 
lec tion.

YUR CHEN CO, Hen riet ta (1991). “Trouble in
the Mines: A His to ry in Song and Story
by Women of Ap pa la chia,” in: Ame ri can
Music, 9/2, 209-224.

https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/JC15folder/HarlanCounty.html


“Song Back”: Music/al Performance as Activism and Archive in Harlan County USA (1976)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

protest and solid ar ity and as an archive of col lect ive iden tity/ex per i ence, by
using a more sound-  and song- based in ter pret a tion of Jane Gaines’ concept
of “polit ical mimesis.” Rather than serving merely as back ground music
over whelmed by and sec ond ary to the im ages and situ ations that un fold on
cam era, songs per formed on screen and played on the soundtrack ex press
the col lect ive spirit and solid ar ity of the strik ing miners and their fam il ies
that span gen er a tions and there fore play an im port ant testi mo nial role
within the doc u ment ary. Kopple’s de cision to use songs spe cific to this
com munity and re gion not only re mem bers as well as con tin ues the sig ni‐ 
fic ant role of song among miners, their fam il ies, and their per sonal/pro fes‐ 
sional as so ci ates, par tic u larly among women, but also re veals the mul ti fa‐ 
ceted use of music in re la tion to re mem ber ing, fos ter ing a sense of be long‐ 
ing, and ex press ing dis sent. I thus also ex am ine the his tory of protest song‐ 
writ ing/per form ance by women in the Ap palachian re gion in con nec tion to
the key role that they played in the strike.

Français
Le pre mier film do cu men taire de Bar ba ra Kopple, Har lan Coun ty USA (1976),
s’ins crit dans (et per pé tue) une tra di tion de trans mis sion orale, où l’his toire
lo cale se ra conte à tra vers la chan son. Le film suit les mi neurs de fond de
Brook side, dans l’est du Ken tu cky, ainsi que leurs fa milles, lors de la grève
de 1973-1974. À par tir du concept de « mi mé sis po li tique » de Jane Gaines
ap pli qué à la mu sique, cet ar ticle exa mine l'es thé tique de la concep tion so‐ 
nore du film et la façon dont le film se po si tionne pour cap tu rer de ma nière
au dio vi suelle non seule ment la grève telle qu'elle s'est dé rou lée, mais aussi
le rôle his to rique de la chan son comme ex pres sion au pré sent de la contes‐ 
ta tion et de la so li da ri té et comme ar chive d’iden ti tés et d’ex pé riences col‐ 
lec tives. Plu tôt que de ser vir sim ple ment de mu sique de fond au ser vice
d’images et de si tua tions qui se dé roulent de vant la ca mé ra, les chan sons
jouées à l'écran et sur la bande so nore ex priment l'es prit col lec tif et la so li‐ 
da ri té des mi neurs en grève et de leurs fa milles à tra vers les gé né ra tions :
elles jouent donc un rôle im por tant de té moi gnage dans le do cu men taire.
En sa qua li té de réa li sa trice et d’in gé nieure du son, la dé ci sion de Kopple
d’uti li ser des chan sons spé ci fiques à cette com mu nau té et à cette ré gion
per met non seule ment de pro lon ger le rôle im por tant de la chan son chez
les mi neurs et leurs fa milles (no tam ment leurs épouses), mais aussi de ré vé‐ 
ler les mul tiples fonc tions de la mu sique, celle- ci fa vo ri sant l’acte de mé‐ 
moire, le sen ti ment d'ap par te nance et l’ex pres sion de la dis si dence. J'exa‐ 
mine donc éga le ment l’his toire de l'écri ture/in ter pré ta tion de chan sons
pro tes ta taires par des femmes dans la ré gion des Ap pa laches en lien avec le
rôle clé qu’elles ont joué dans la grève.

Mots-clés
documentaire, County (Harlan), performance musicale, histoire orale,
témoignage
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