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Synopsis

Invoking patriotism with images and allusions to the Plymouth Rock, the Declaration of
Independence, the Civil War, and the movement West, Native Land, a film started in 1938
(tentatively entitled Labor Spy) but not released until 1942, urges ordinary citizens not to take
their freedom for granted. A Michigan farmer is attacked, sharecroppers demanding a living wage
are hunted down and killed by local sheriff deputies, the Ku Klux Klan tar and feather three trade
union supporters, and a union representative is found murdered. Combining actual footage of
such events and creative re-enactments by professional actors, Strand and Hurwitz call for a social
revolution--to fight the conspiracy against labor unions and the plot to destroy every American's
right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

This left-wing documentary was launched to subvert the right-wing newsreel March of Time.
During the McCarthy witch-hunts, the original negatives were to be destroyed. However, the film
remained, returning to circulation in 1974 and attaining the status of a legendary film of America's
struggle for human rights.

USA | 1942 | 81 minutes

Structure

Native Land is divided into four separate parts each with superb music, narration, and photography: the Midwest farm, the big city, the Southern
village, and the industrial town. It is also "dialectical" in that it alternates "sequences of light and dark, advance and setback; and of documentary (the
general) and drama (the specific)." 1 Campbell breaks down the structure of the film into even smaller parts: by subject, subdivisions, and mode. 2

Section one of the film is a bracket syntagma of liberty themes that lasts about seven minutes long. The sections that follow are a mixture of scenes
and ordinary sequences in which past events are staged by actors, with bracket syntagmas mixed in to separate the drama from the documentary.
The dialectical nature of the overall film is also an example of parallel syntagma where two themes are interwoven in a pattern of alternation. The
film fluctuates between staged re-enactments and montages of the symbols of freedom and the American's struggle to maintain life, liberty, and
happiness.

Hurwitz writes that the intercut dramatic episodes/documentary structure "added up in practice the years of study and experiment in film....This
combined the enactment and the document, the lyrical and the statistical, the overall social pattern and real story episodes" in reaction against the
Hollywood form. 3 The purpose was to combine individual scenes that evoke an emotional response with intellectual sequences of images and
narration to promote a closer look at community problems on a scale larger than single instances of violence, injustice, and blackmail. 

1 Waugh, Thomas. Ed. Show Us Life: Toward a History and Aesthetics of the Committed Documentary. Metuschen, New Jersey: The Scarecrow Press,
Inc., 1984. (82).

2 Campbell, Russell. Cinema Strikes Back: Radical Filmmaking in The United States 1930-1942. Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1978. (250).
3 Campbell. Cinema. (259). 
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Native Land

AN ANGRY FILM: NATIVE LAND

Time Magazine, June 8, 1942. Anonymous.

Native Land (Frontier Films) is an angry picture. Its wrath is directed at violators of U.S. civil
rights, especially those vested interests who struck down American working men in the
labor turmoil of the recent 1930s. Unashamedly pro-labor propaganda, it is, nevertheless,
an eloquent indictment of acts of injustice and intolerance which did happen here and might
again.

Most of these acts are taken from the files of the U.S. Senate Civil Liberties Committee.
Producers Leo Hurwitz and Paul Strand have dramatized them in sequences bound
together by straight documentary interludes, highlighted them with perhaps the finest
spoken commentary (Paul Robeson) ever recorded on celluloid and an effective musical
score ( Marc Blitzstein ) accompanying the Robeson songs. The result, better as episodes
than as a whole movie, is a shocking, stinging picture whose realism could never have been achieved in soft-stepping Hollywood.

Like some of the early Soviet films, Native Land is charged with power by its in-line, unswerving theme. It opens softly with a camera portrait of the
U.S. which free men have built by virtue of the Bill of Rights, veers suddenly into an outrageous violation of those rights: the murder of a forthright
farmer (at Custer, Mich., in 1934 ) for presuming to speak his mind at a grange meeting.

From that incident until the final reel, Native Land seldom lets down. With a fine feeling for suspense and violence, it re-enacts the vigilante pursuit
(in 1936) and murder of a pair of Arkansas sharecroppers who wanted a trivial raise, the Ku-Klux flogging of Joseph Shoemaker and two companions
(in 1935, on a road north of Tampa, Fla.) for almost defeating a Klansman in the city elections, the untidy tale of a company labor spy, etc.

These savage episodic passages receive the full benefit of Producer Strand's sensitive, pointed camera work, and of the remarkably natural
performances of Fred Johnson (farmer), Art Smith (labor spy), Housely Stevens (sharecropper), et al.

Native Land's fervent faults are the faults of propaganda. It fails to identify the violators of its civil liberties, save by implication and by frequent
mention of big business. It ignores the flies in labor's own ointment, advocates militant unionism as the future guarantor of the people's civil rights,
almost forgets the Administration's efforts on behalf of organized labor, and displays small interest in union means or ends beyond an economic
security guaranteed by organized mass membership.

Although it was designed to plead labor's cause and harps on a few notorious cases of injustice, Native Land is incidentally a powerful reminder of
the necessity for guarding the Bill of Rights as a protection for those people who are wantonly crushed in all kinds of struggles. Despite its partisanship.
it is as vitally American as Carl Sandburg. - Nicole J. Huffman

LEO HURWITZ

In a long career that began with newsreels depicting the hunger marches of the Great Depression, Mr. Hurwitz made 15 principal films, including
"Native Land" in 1942, co-directed by Paul Strand, narrated by Paul Robeson and with a musical score by Marc Blitzstein, and "Dialogue With a Woman
Departed," a four-hour visual poem to his late second wife and co-worker, Peggy Lawson, that won an International Film Critics Prize in 1981. A Native
of Brooklyn

Mr. Hurwitz was a native of Brooklyn and a graduate of Harvard University. He was a cameraman and co-writer of the script for Pare Lorentz's
landmark documenatary on the Dust Bowl, "The Plow That Broke the Plains."

In 1936 he helped found Frontier Films, the first nonprofit documentary production company in the United States, for which he made "Heart of Spain"
on the Spanish Civil War and "Native Land," about American labor struggles of the 1930's.

In World War II Mr. Hurwitz worked on films for the Office of War Information, the British Information Service and other Government agencies. After
the war, in the early days of commercial television, he was a producer-director and chief of news and special events for CBS television.

In 1947 he produced "Strange Victory," a documentary that dealt with racism in the United States after the war. The film won awards at the Karlovy-
Vary and Venice Film Festivals. Working Without Credit

In the 1950's and 1960's, while blacklisted for his strong left-wing political beliefs, he continued to work as an independent film maker and, without
credit, co-produced, directed and edited several segments for the "Omnibus" series on CBS.

In 1961 he directed the television coverage of the Adolf Eichmann trial in Jerusalem, whose summary
program, "Verdict for Tomorrow," won Emmy and Peabody Awards. From 1964 to 1966 he made a
group of films for National Educational Television, including "Essay on Death," dealing with the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy, "The Sun and Richard Lippold" and "In Search of Hart
Crane."

In the mid-1960's he and six other directors brought a lawsuit against the Directors Guild of America
that resulted in a United States Supreme Court decision forcing the guild to remove a loyalty oath
from its membership application.

From 1969 to 1974 he was professor of film and chairman of the Graduate Institute of Film and
Television at New York University. His work has been the subject of several retrospectives showings,
including ones at the Museum of Modern Art, the Public Theater and the Cinemathique Francaise in
Paris. At his death he was working on a script for a film on the abolitionist John Brown.
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