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From War on Poverty to War on Coal: nature, capital, and work in Appalachia

Ben Marley*

Department of Sociology, Binghamton University, Binghamton, NY, USA
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The world-ecological framework has recently made innovations in the field of environmental and historical sociology.
World-ecology seeks to transcend modernity’s dualism of nature and society in favor of humanity in nature. This paper
seeks to contribute to the world-ecology framework by incorporating economic theories of development as a capital-state
environment-making project. In doing so, I reveal the centrality of the role of experts in the production of knowledge, ideas
as material force, and the control over people and places. I argue that a world-ecological reading of the modernization of
Appalachia reveals three important relations. First is the contradictory relation between ideas of development and the
political economy of the coal industry. Second, by placing nature at the center of analysis, I seek to illustrate how the
developmental and neoliberal states were each environment-making projects with marked differences and overlapping
similarities. Last, economic experts were central during periods of crisis and thereafter. The paper examines the historical
development of Appalachia from the War on Poverty to the War on Coal.
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Introduction

Recently, environmental sociologists have focused on the
ways in which extractive industries in rural regions have
created new ideologies so as to maintain resource-led devel-
opment despite fewer net benefits for local communities
(Bell and York 2010; Blaacker, Woods, and Oliver 2012;
Gasteyer and Carrera 2013). These studies have neglected
the long-run historical continuities, contradictions, and
crises of ideologies and material transformations in and
out of rural regions. Moreover, they have treated nature as
an object and as a consequence of capitalist development.
This paper forwards a world-ecological framework to place
nature as a mode of analysis to examine economic theories
of development – developmentalism and neoliberalism – in
relation to the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC)
and the changing dynamics in the coalfields in Appalachia
from the War on Poverty to the War on Coal. At the center
of analysis are economic theories of development that
informed the American developmentalism (1945–1970s)
and neoliberalism (1970s–present). I argue that a world-
ecological synthesis views the work of the developmental
and neoliberal states as environment-making projects to
remake all natures.1 I suggest that the developmental and
neoliberal states were environment-making states, each
facilitating distinct, but overlapping, forms of development.

More than half a century has passed since President
Johnson enacted the War on Poverty, a national call to end
poverty in the ‘other America’. In the post-World War II
era and in the wealthiest country in the world, poverty
gripped decaying cities and forgotten rural towns in
Appalachia. Dependent on the coal economy, central
Appalachia and its intractable poverty became a testing

ground for President Johnson’s Great Society programs
(Eller 2008). The principal institution combating
Appalachian poverty was a federal–regional partnership
called the ARC, which enacted a massive development
project to modernize ‘primitive’ people in ‘backwards’
region. I suggest that the postwar development project in
Appalachia was a reflection of the United States view of
the region as an external object. In what follows, I con-
sider the political economy and ecology of central
Appalachian development to demonstrate how the region
is simultaneously formed through material and ideological
transformations and is coproduced through the environ-
ment-making capacities of the state and the capital.2

I begin by explaining how world-ecology is different
from traditional eco-Marxist approaches, and how this
framework can better historicize capitalist development.
Following this, I explain the world-historical conditions
from which developmentalism became a model of devel-
opment in the postwar era. Finally, I examine the crisis of
developmentalism and the rise of neoliberalism outside
and inside of Appalachia. The paper seeks to contribute
to the world-ecological framework by incorporating the
role of experts, ideas as a material force, and development
projects as environment-making projects. I illuminate how
experts produced theories of development and their attend-
ing projects enabled capital accumulation and control over
underdeveloped regions.

Toward a world-ecological synthesis

In the last 40 years, scholars have advanced critical the-
ories of development to understand social change in
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Appalachia. Post-colonial and world-systems theories in
particular have been formative in Appalachian studies,
arguing for a theoretical approach that takes seriously the
historical, political, and economic structures of capitalism.
Such theories eschew the culture of poverty theory
(Caudill 1963; Weller 1965) narratives for narrowly focus-
ing on so-called cultural deficiencies or an impenetrable
mountainous landscape. Neo-Marxian theories situate
Appalachia as an internal periphery that has contributed
cheap resources to national and global economies in the
form of food, timber, and fossil fuels and in return has
faced economic hardship, environmental degradation, and
overall lower quality of life.

These models suggested outside capitalists exploited
the regions, people, and resources, reaping massive profits
while underdeveloping Appalachia (Walls 1978; Gaventa
1982; Salstrom 1994; Hanna 1995; Dunaway 1996;
Haynes 1997). The southern parts of Appalachia were
first incorporated into the world market through the deer-
skin trade in the long seventeenth century, part of a far-
flung set of environmental transformations under Dutch
world hegemony (Dunaway 1996). Since then, the region
has undergone changes through successive commodity
frontiers based on strategic commodities such as timber,
coal, textiles, and foodstuffs (Marley 2015). Appalachia as
a region has been reconfigured so as to feed and fuel
the national and global engines of economic growth. Its
status as an internal periphery is reproduced through a
dependence on resource extraction, which has profoundly
transformed the people and the land. Therefore, the under-
development of and intractable poverty in Appalachia is a
result of the historical unfolding of capitalist accumulation
cycles that have constituted its path dependency as a
resource producer and supplier of primary commodities.
The reproduction of power-laden structures of the world
economy forwarded by world-systems analysis and eco-
Marxists has improved our understanding of social change
in Appalachia.

This essay moves beyond world-systems analysis and
eco-Marxist accounts of capitalist development through a
world-ecological framework. I argue for a world-ecological
reading of development that illuminates the wholeness of the
political economy and ecology of rural Appalachia. In doing
so, I reveal how humans and the rest of nature are bundled
with power, accumulation, and value relations and as part of
an environment-making project in service to capital accumu-
lation and control over impoverished populations. World-
ecology, unlike world-systems or eco-Marxist approaches,
seeks to understand the contradictions of human and extra-
human natures that are bundled in ideas and material praxis
as a unified whole (Moore 2015;Weis 2013; Marley and Fox
2014; Marley 2015). Aworld-ecological recasting of change
in Appalachia moves beyond cataloging the material trans-
formations (these are important!) to reveal how the interpe-
netration of ideas and material transformations dialectically
reproduces Appalachia.

The world-ecological framework differs from tradi-
tional eco-Marxist approaches in three specific ways: (1)

value relations, (2) nature as matrix, and (3) ideas as a
material force. Most eco-Marxists have neglected impor-
tant insights from Marx’s value approach to the analysis of
capital (excluding Burkett 1999; Moore 2015). While
value has traditionally been viewed as an economic phe-
nomenon with systemic implications, Jason Moore (2015)
argues that, although abstract social labor makes up the
substance of value, value’s production is made possible
through the unpaid reproductive work of humans and the
rest of nature.3 The production of value pivots on the paid
(productive) and unpaid (reproductive) work of humans
and the rest of nature.4 From a world-ecological frame-
work, value relations unify production and reproduction,
operating through the dialectic of exploitation and appro-
priation. Exploitation refers to Marx’s classic conceptuali-
zation of paid work, whereas appropriation refers to
capital’s capacity to usurp the unpaid work of humans
and the rest of nature in service to capital accumulation
(Moore 2015). Enlarged capitalist reproduction depends
on increasing the unpaid work of nature (including
humans) faster than the exploitation of workers.
Capitalism’s vitality depends on appropriating larger and
larger swaths of unpaid work over and above what it pays
out in wages. The history of the United States coal indus-
try has been one of mining more coal with fewer miners.
Value as method enables a historical reinterpretation of
humanity in nature by forwarding the production value
as a product of the paid and unpaid work of natures, itself
a product of historical natures. Incorporating the unpaid
work of nature with the paid work of humans, as will be
discussed below, enables us to see how capital’s growth
works through a specific configuration of paid/unpaid
work.

Nature in most eco-Marxist accounts including environ-
mental sociologists is broadly conceived as an object or a
source and a sink, a product of the work of society. World-
ecology conceptualizes nature as matrix coproduced through
the creative, dynamic, and contradictory relations of human
and extra-human natures – what Moore (2015) names the
oikeios. Nature in this conceptualization is plural and
dynamic, and importantly a producer and product of ecol-
ogy. Natures are the parts and ecology signifies the whole,
which is always greater than the sum of the parts. Therefore,
we can deduce that humans in nature are always a product
and producer of a larger ecology. But if all parts are con-
nected to other parts and other wholes, then where do we go
from here? The question turns on what we as researchers
view as the strategic relations that give rise to moments of
stability and crisis. For capitalism as world-ecology, those
strategic relations concern power, accumulation, and value
relations. Key in terms of capitalism as world-ecology is to
historicize the creative, dynamic, and contradictory relations
between and within humans and the rest of nature that give
rise to periods of economic boom and bust. World-ecology,
unlike eco-Marxism, suggests that nature is historical and
dynamic, and therefore unique and changing.

Last, world-ecology differs from eco-Marxism in that
ideas are a material force. For too long, eco-Marxists have
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approached the political economy of nature as simply a
process of material transformations – monocultures, moun-
taintop removal mining, clear-cutting – neglecting the
importance of ideas. What makes material transformations
possible are ideas of nature. The ontological logic of capital
is that nature is external and flat, which was a product of the
work of experts and larger environment-making projects.
Cartographers ignited a map-making revolution in the long
sixteenth century, while economists were central to the
development projects in the twentieth century. Thus, the
role of experts in the production of knowledge is central to
reproducing the ontology of capitalism and nature as object.
This paper contributes to the world-ecological framework by
incorporating the role of experts in the production of knowl-
edge, namely economists constructing economic theories of
development for attending environment-making projects.
Thus, environment-making projects are a product of ideas
and material transformations, as dialectically inseparable
from the rest of nature.

This world-ecological reading of development, then,
is principally concerned with the ways in which nature,
including humans, is successively organized, both sym-
bolically and materially, through different environment-
making projects. In a world-ecological sense, we might
begin to ask how do industries, the state, and experts
reorganize nature in relation to the contradictions and
crises of development. In this essay, I focus most expli-
citly on the environment-making capabilities of the coal
industry and the developmental and neoliberal environ-
ment-making states. In the case of rural Appalachia, the
development of political economies concentrated on coal
mining has meant a landscape reconfigured away from
agriculture to primary resource extraction, producing the
radical simplification of rural ecologies in the form of
deforestation, polluted waterscapes, and company towns
(Dunaway 1996). These material transformations, how-
ever, are no more important than the transformations of
ideas of organizing nature. It was not for nothing that
Marx (1978) suggested ideas, too, become a material
force of society. Based on Western notions of progress
solidified in the ‘development project’ (McMichael
2012), the War on Poverty was founded on a set of
powerful ideas on how best to organize Appalachia’s
socioecology. These ideas, of course, would have pro-
found implications for the historical trajectory of
Appalachia and its short bursts of prosperity and long
runs of poverty.

World crisis and the creation of ‘development’ and ‘the
economy’

The financial crisis of the Great Depression followed by
World War II and anti-colonial struggles figured signifi-
cantly into remaking a new world-ecological order. The
United States became the reigning hegemon of the capi-
talist world-system. To be sure, the United States was

succeeding British hegemony as early as the late nine-
teenth century, but the aftermath of the war had left
Britain and western European economies in ruins. The
United States with its newfound role as the leading
power in the world economy remade the structures of
power, accumulation, and nature. Consolidation of the
US power was made possible by its global food regime,
itself underwritten by a cheap fossil fuel regime. But it was
legitimated and institutionalized through the work of
experts in the production of knowledge. These experts
were first and foremost economists who were principally
concerned with preventing economic crises and ameliorat-
ing poverty through development projects in the global
South.

‘Development’ and ‘the economy’ were socio-ecologi-
cal constructs of the postwar era. Certainly, each had
antecedents during the first quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury, but the idea of development and the economy became
new abstractions. In the mid-twentieth century, the econ-
omy became an ‘object of power and knowledge’, separate
from and privileged over other spheres of life (Mitchell
2008, 1116). In doing so, the economy became an abstract
‘thing’ in which the problems deriving from the market
could be examined, problematized, and resolved. This
entailed quantifying certain ‘economic’ activities while
ignoring other activities. Gross domestic product (GDP),
for example, was an invention of postwar economists to
measure in aggregate the national economy and to inform
policy-making. What GDP measurements left out were the
unpaid work of women and extra-human natures.5 This
work was unvalued, yet essential in the production of
value. Similarly, the idea of development emerged after
1945, based on ‘abnormalities’ (e.g., underdevelopment,
poverty, illiteracy, and overpopulation) compared to an
ideal type (i.e., the United States) (Escobar 1994, 41).
Economists and development practitioners sought to
explain what elements (i.e., capital investment, industria-
lization, education, health care) were missing from impo-
verished countries. In this way, the idea of development
and the economy enabled new models of environment-
making projects while inhibiting alternative models.
These environment-making projects were to control the
uncertainties of the market and the unruly populations of
the world.

Developmentalism as an environment-making project
was expressed in President Truman’s 1949 inaugural
address and what became known as the Truman doctrine:

More than half the people of the world are living in
conditions approaching misery. Their food is inadequate,
they are victims of disease. Their economic life is primi-
tive and stagnant. Their poverty is a handicap and a threat
both to them and to more prosperous areas. For the first
time in history humanity possesses the knowledge and
skill to relieve the suffering of these people. . .I believe
that should make available to peace-loving peoples the
benefits of our store of technical knowledge in order to
help them realize their aspirations for a better life. . .What

Environmental Sociology 3
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we envisage is a problem of development based on the
concepts of democratic fair dealing. . .Greater Production
is the key to prosperity and peace. And the key to greater
production is a wider and more vigorous application of
modern scientific and technical knowledge. (cited in
Escobar 1994, 3, italicized added)

People of global South had inadequate food because of
their primitive agriculture and, as a result, were more
susceptible to diseases. In reality, a history of unequal
exchange with fluctuating prices for cash crops had bene-
fited the United States and the global North while under-
mining local agrarian economies in the global South.
Importantly, as the excerpt states, impoverishment abroad
and at home, as we will see, was a threat to the American
way of life. For Truman and his contemporaries, impover-
ished people of the global South might act out in ‘irra-
tional’ ways, taking up the call of communism. According
to the paternalistic arm of the US state and capital, devel-
opment should be brought to countries of the global South.
Central to the development project was the application of
modern scientific and technical knowledge so as to indus-
trialize, urbanize, and modernize agriculture. Above all
this was a project, and no less environment-making pro-
ject, to open new markets for US goods and control or
squelch communism.

Marked by world economic turbulence, the United
States emerged with a new approach to economics
known as Keynesianism. Keynesianism sought to reverse
and prevent the violent ravages of so-called laissez-faire
capitalism that had resulted in the Great Depression
through social and political regulations of the market.
Domestically, the solution to the ills of free-market capit-
alism was the intervention of the state in all matters,
including employment, economic growth, and the overall
welfare of its citizens, which has often been termed
‘embedded liberalism’ (Harvey 2005, 10). A class com-
promise emerged between capital and labor that shared in
the gains of labor productivity, securing high profit rates
and full employment with high wages. Between 1945 and
1950, the Marshall Plan funneled $19 billion internation-
ally to Western Europe to restore economies (Escobar
1994, 33). The bilateral agreement enabled Western
European countries to rebuild their economies while ser-
ving industrial capitals and geopolitical interests of the
United States (McMichael 2012, 57). The global South,
however, was not as fortunate. Only $150 million was
loaned to the entire global South under Truman’s Four
Point Plan. Under the aegis of Truman’s Four Point
Program and the Bretton Woods system, countries of the
global South were instructed to create the ‘right climate’,
which meant controlling the working class and peasantry,
accepting technology transfers, and an overall commit-
ment to capitalist development (Escobar 1994, 33).

Development and the economy, like impoverished
people of the developing world, became objects of study.
Derived from Keynesian sensibilities, the field of devel-
opment economics introduced a series of economic

theories of development; for example, Rosenstein-
Rodan’s ‘big push’ theory, Nurske’s ‘balance and growth’
concept, and Hirschman’s (1958) insightful ‘backward and
forward linkages’ concept. These ‘growth theories’ held
that four ingredients were necessary for development: (1)
capital accumulation, (2) deliberate industrialization, (3)
development planning, and (4) external aid (Escobar 1994,
74). These ingredients were the key to unlocking prosper-
ity. These ingredients were operationalized abroad and at
home.

Modernization theory was also prominent in growth
theories. Perhaps the most well-known proponent of mod-
ernization theory was economic historian and President
Johnson’s national security advisor Walt Rostow. Written
during the height of the Cold War era, Rostow’s (1960)
economic model was a blueprint for modernization offered
to newly independent states. It was suggested that moder-
nizing the backward and predominately rural economies of
the developing world would produce prosperity for its
people while also containing the spread of communism.
Rostow’s (1960) model contained five stages: from the
most ‘primitive’ nations in the global South to the most
modern nation, the United States. The United States had
progressed to the penultimate stage of development, ‘Age
of High Mass Consumption’, in which all other countries
would emulate.

As a developmental model, it would be replicated
throughout world, disregarding the colonial divisions of
labor and politically constructed markets of unequal
exchange. Modernization theory, then, was a prescription
for overcoming poverty and stagnation aimed at the devel-
oping world in which economic growth and large-scale
development projects were the focal elements of develop-
ment. The paradigm of development, derived from eco-
nomic theories, was propagated by academics,
development practitioners, the International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank, and most forcefully by the
United States government as a natural, linear, and univer-
sal process in which all nation-states would experience
(McMichael 2012).

Under the paternalism of the United States and inter-
national institutions, experts in the field of economics
constructed a development project that was comprehensive
in scope. Although economic growth was the overarching
aim and solution to poverty and underdevelopment, devel-
opmentalism included education and literacy, health and
welfare, population control, transportation, culture, public
infrastructure, and industrialization. Technology would
also be crucial to alleviating poverty. As part of the devel-
opment project, agriculture around the world was trans-
formed through scientific and technical knowledge that
entailed more capital investment, increased market depen-
dency, and state-subsidized agriculture.

In sum, the 1930s world crisis had consolidated the
United States power in the world economy. While formal
colonies were limited, the United States reconstructed the
‘rules’ of production and reproduction throughout the
capitalist world-ecology in the name of development.
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The development decades following World War II resulted
in far-flung changes that reoriented capital accumulation
around US hegemony. More than that, though, was how
the new configuration of accumulation was constituted
through developmentalism. The production of knowledge
forwarded by elites and experts, especially in the field of
economics, and carried out by US capital, the World Bank,
and other development agencies had reconstituted a new
round of accumulation, power, and nature.

War on Poverty: a development project for Appalachia

In the postwar golden age of American capitalism,
Appalachia’s high rates of poverty, low educational attain-
ment, and overall economic woes posed a peculiar pro-
blem for the newly crowned economic superpower of the
world. The region had a long history of striking miners
and violent repression from coal companies that often
required federal intervention. Under the postwar class
compromise, the standard of living for most Americans
gradually improved, evident in the rise of a large middle
class. The United States was experiencing Rostow’s age of
high mass consumption stage – the American way of life.
Appalachia, however, stood in stark contrast to this image.
In the land of plenty, Appalachia had fallen behind the rest
of the United States, constituting a problem region that
according to the dominant development rhetoric could be
resolved through the application of industrial and scientific
techniques of the modern world.

In the context of modernizing Appalachia, the ARC,
the coal industry, and the wider national political economy
were the principal driving forces of postwar development.
These three unified movements temporarily alleviated the
region’s post-World War II crisis. This section first exam-
ines the policies and practices of the ARC following post-
World War II as a product and producer of modernization
theory and as an environment-making project. And sec-
ond, it explains the changing dynamics of the coal industry
in relation to the ARC as each was formative of the socio-
ecological change in Appalachia. I reveal how the postwar
development project in Appalachia was an environment-
making project enacted by the state and capital.

Appalachian regional commission: modernizing
Appalachia

In the early 1960s, President Kennedy traveled to eastern
Kentucky, an area known for both its coal mining and
poverty, to rectify the problems of rural Appalachia.
President Kennedy’s visit to the coalfields was symbolic
of the paternalistic changes to come. In 1964, President
Johnson signed legislation that was widely known as the
‘War on Poverty’ to tackle urban and rural poverty. A year
later, in conjunction with the War on Poverty, the
Appalachian Regional Development Act (ARDA) was
passed, designating Appalachia as a special economic
zone (Ziliak 2012). The ARDA formed a federal–state
partnership known as the ARC, whose main goal was to

ameliorate poverty and to improve economic opportunities
for Appalachians through modernizing industries (e.g.,
coal and timber), big development projects (e.g., high-
ways, water and sewage management facilities), and job
training and education (Ziliak 2012).6 To be sure, this was
a massive undertaking and a mighty environment-making
project to harness economic growth.

The ARC was the principal institution coordinating
the development project in Appalachia, targeting poor
rural whites trapped in the boom-and-bust cycles of the
coal market. Appalachia had poverty rates as high as 60%
in the early 1960s, while the rest of the country was
around 30% (Ziliak 2012). ‘The main objective of this
regional development process is clear: Appalachia must
attain an employment base which can sustain its people at
a level of dignity and prosperity comparable to the rela-
tively affluent nation of which it is part’ (ARC 1964). In
short, the War on Poverty via the ARC was conceptua-
lized through modernization theories. Based on these
theories, Appalachia’s postwar transformation was both
a product and producer of the environment-making pro-
cesses and projects of an impoverished region in a pros-
perous nation.

Modernizing Appalachia entailed a federal–state part-
nership between the federal government and the governors
of each state within the region. President Johnson’s War
on Poverty and the ARC prescribed major capital invest-
ments to spur economic growth and increase employment.
As part of this prescription, the ARC identified four prior-
ity areas (three of the four will be discussed in detail
below) for federal funding in its 1964 President’s
Appalachian Regional Commission (PARC) report:

(1) The provisions of access (transportation) both to and
within the region.

(2) Programs to use more fully the region’s great natural
resources – coal, timber, and arable land.

(3) Construction of facilities both to control and exploit the
abundant rainfall of Appalachia.

(4) Programs in which immediate improvements in human
resources can be attained.

(ARC 1964, 31)

Eventually, the federal government in agreement with the
ARC believed that a regionally adjusted Keynesian
approach to development would produce economic growth
and therefore the overall betterment of Appalachia.
‘Private enterprise will be the ultimate employer. . .But
before this can happen, public investment must create the
foundation on which private enterprise can then build its
own job-producing structure’ (ARC 1964, 28).7 In short,
the four recommendations posited by the PARC report
were the central ingredients for modernizing rural
Appalachia.

Modernizing Appalachia began with big development
projects, most notably in the construction of major high-
ways. State governors throughout the region posited that
the creation of modern highways that had facilitated the
economic boom of the United States would also help spur
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economic growth in depressed rural areas, incentivizing
private capital to invest in the hinterlands of Appalachia.
The Appalachian Development Highway System (ADHS)
was created to plan and coordinate the development of
highway projects throughout the region’s 13 states. After
1965, congress authorized the construction of over
2700 miles of modern highways in the area, later
expanded to 3428 miles, of which more than 76% were
completed by 2012 (ARC 2012). Unfinished sections
included the expensive, more mountainous parts (Widner
1990), a testament to the historical bundles of biogeologi-
cal forces, including geological and climatic processes.
The construction of major highways and more accessible
roads pointed to the fact that politicians and planners
believed isolation was constraining economic growth.
‘The remoteness and isolation of this region, lying directly
adjacent to the greatest concentrations of people and
wealth in the country is the very basis of the
Appalachian lag’ and a highway ‘transportation network
is the first requisite of its full participation in industrial
America’ (ARC 1964, 32). According to experts, high-
ways were the solutions to overcoming the region’s diffi-
cult physical geography, connecting Appalachia’s rich
resource base to urban centers.

Reflecting an urban-biased development plan, politi-
cians, planners, and economists argued that construction
and expansion of highways would connect midsize cities
in Appalachia to larger urban areas (Eller 2008). The
demand of business and commerce in major metropolitan
areas would foster growth in midsize cities in the region
that would theoretically trickle down the economic bene-
fits to rural hinterlands. Highways were constructed and
secondary roads that were badly damaged by coal trucks
were repaired. Overall, reports suggest that the develop-
ment of major highways has had modest gains in employ-
ment and attracting business (Bradshaw 1992). The
biggest beneficiary of the highway project was the coal
industry, which only served to accelerate the transportation
of coal to centers of accumulation.

The second area of concern forwarded by the ARC was
facilitating the greater expansion appropriating its natural
resources, namely in mining and logging. Appalachia’s rich
bituminous coal reserves and large tracts of forests were
seen to be advantageous to its rural economies. While
certainly the construction of highways enabled this process,
the coal and timber industries pushed through new strate-
gies of appropriation and exploitation. Specific recommen-
dations included further development of geological and
topographic mapping in conjunction with the expansion of
mineral exploration programs (ARC 1964). Above all, the
ARC emphasized rising coal production through advances
in geological surveying, increased mechanization, and
greater use of surface mining (Eller 2008). In this sense,
power from the ARC in coordination with the coal industry
conditioned a grand mining project to appropriate larger
swaths of unpaid work in the form of coal.

Appalachia’s vast mixed mesophytic forest, covering
almost 80% of the region, is considered one of the richest

temperate hardwood systems in the world and is tied to a
long history of timbering (Hufford 2006). Following the
signing of the even-aged management national forest pol-
icy in 1963, a long-standing practice of clear-cutting,
slews of intense policy battles ensued on how best to
manage the region’s biodiversity. Federal interventions
led to the construction of wilderness areas and parks that
encouraged tourism and prevented logging (Yarnell 1998).
The ARC, however, favored higher cutting limits that
would foster job growth in the timber industry (Yarnell
1998), reflecting its bias toward environment-making
activities that promoted the appropriation of the unpaid
work of nature in service to accumulation. Top-down
development projects were organized through power and
experts; for example, when the ARC argued that land-
owners and logging companies lacked the knowledge on
how to best manage forests. From the perspective of the
ARC, the centralized management of the old-growth for-
ests would be more rationally organized through scientific
and sustainable land-use practices. In short, the priority to
modernize Appalachia’s extractive sectors through the
matrix of power, accumulation, and value relations reflects
the notion that economic growth was key to prosperity.
Although the ARC has extended capitalists value relations
via economic and environmental management, contempor-
ary rural Appalachia still has not prospered from the
appropriation of its natural resources.

A third priority forwarded by the ARC was the con-
struction of public works that could properly manage rain-
fall and sewage. The biggest success story of the public
works programs was the Pikeville cut-through project in
eastern Kentucky (Widner 1990). Pikeville, a hub of bank-
ing and coal interests, was plagued with annual floods
throughout its business district. The development project
entailed rerouting the Big Sandy River through a ‘massive
cut in the mountainside to get the waterway, railroad, and
the highway out of the downtown area and open the
recovered land for redevelopment’ (Eller 2008, 137). The
project began in 1969 and was completed in 1980 with
initial start-up of $21 million from federal funds, leading
to the completion of a new highway in 1987 (Eller 2008).
A historically specific bundle of paid and unpaid work of
waterways, mountains, infrastructure, labor, and massive
federal funds constituted the reconfiguration of Pikeville’s
ecology. Pikeville is now characterized as a thriving mod-
ern city with a community college and technical schools,
along with improved health-care facilities (Widner 1990).
Here, it becomes explicit that the modernization of rural
Appalachia is coproduced through the work of nature
(including humans) and in service to capital accumulation.

However, failures abounded. The coproduction of cli-
mate and weather patterns with the lack of sewage and
water facilities has resulted in the pollution of rivers and
streams, mainly from a spatially intensifying coal com-
modity chain. As early as 1969, acid mine drainage
impacted the water quality of more than 5700 miles of
stream in Appalachia (ARC 1969; cited in National
Research Council 1981). Further, lack of management of
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flood control has ravaged the region. Historically, major
floods have destroyed rural communities, killing and
uprooting families. In March 1963, ‘back-to-back floods’
in the Cumberland Plateau displaced 25,000 people from
their homes (Eller 2008, 70). Floods are particularly fatal
when abundant rainfall compromises the stability of coal
slurry impoundments. In 1966, a slurry impoundment
broke, killing 144 people and covering the town in sludge
(Burns 2007, 42). In 1972, after days of consecutive rain-
fall, a dam containing over 100 million gallons of coal
slurry broke, flooding the nearby community that killed
125 people, injured 1100, and left 4000 homeless (Burns
2007, 135). Planners and government officials have
blamed the floods on the mountainous topography that
funnels water into nearby hollows and communities. To
be sure, the mountainous topography aided the impact of
flooding. Years of clear-cutting and strip mining have also
produced a landscape incapable of mediating heavy rain-
fall that when paired with the concentration of land own-
ership and enforced settlement patterns (coal camps
explicitly) the results have a greater impact on the poor.
Today, the majority of land, especially land less likely to
flood, is owned and controlled by coal and landholding
companies.

For President Johnson’s War on Poverty and the ARC,
Appalachia was understood as a region falling behind the
rest of the nation. Poverty rates in the region have
decreased since the signing of the War on Poverty and
the development of the ARC. However, there remain
critics from both the right (Van Atta 1993) and left
(Gaventa 1982) of the creation and impacts of the ARC
initiatives. While northern and southern Appalachian pov-
erty declined, central Appalachia continued to experience
high levels of poverty, especially in its rural coalfields
where poverty rates are above 20% (Hendryx 2011). The
ARC’s specific priorities were constituted through a dia-
lectical bounding of theoretical ideas of development and
on the ground material transformations unfolding in
Appalachia. Each of the priorities set forth by the ARC
and outlined here is in some form or shape a cause and
consequence of the coal industry in relation to a wider
changing political ecology. Successive historical config-
urations of human and extra-human natures leading up to,
and proceeding, postwar development crystallized a new
way of organizing nature (humans included). Moving
beyond the ideas and projects of the ARC, we now
move into the socio-ecological contradictions of the coal-
fields that mutually conditioned the rise and development
of modernizing Appalachia.

Political economy of coal in the developmental era

Prior to President Johnson’s War on Poverty, drastic
changes were unfolding in the coalfields. In 1950, after
two decades of struggle between the United Mine Workers
of America (UMWA) and the coal industry, the National
Bituminous Coal Wage Agreement was signed. Miners’
wages increased and health and retirement funds greatly

improved. These changes incentivized coal operators to
further mechanize mining that would lead to a spiraling
decline in mine employment to the present day.

Coinciding with these changes was the emergence of
new technologies of mining. New mechanical loading
equipment had replaced many miners who previously
were handloading coal onto carts. Surface mining opera-
tions utilized large-scale equipment such as ‘large steam
shovels, improved drilling equipment, and other earth-
moving machinery’ (Montrie 2000, 81). Following World
War II, labor productivity tripled per miner per year, while
mining employment fell by 70% over the next two dec-
ades in West Virginia, the heart of the coalfields (Maggard
1994, 15). The average miner produced 5.57 tons of coal
per day in 1945; the same miner produced 10.05 tons in
1957 (McGinley 2004, 6). But more than that, the new
production process constituted a dispossession of previous
forms of miners’ knowledge, new ways of organizing the
labor process, and new ways of controlling workers that
were all in service to accumulation. The incorporation of
new divisions of labor brought about new ways of orga-
nizing and controlling the world of mining, reducing mine
employment and accelerating appropriation of the contri-
bution of biospheric work in the form of coal.

Reduction in mining employment was further exacer-
bated through growing oil demand, made possible with
new refining technologies and new pipelines, as a princi-
pal energy source for home-heating, industry, and trans-
portation (Raitz and Ulack 1984). As early as the 1920s,
oil and gas were accounting for a greater share of the
energy market (Salstrom 1994). In 1923, coal provided
roughly 63% of the United States energy; 7 years later,
coal’s share dropped to 55.7% (Salstrom 1994). In part,
the expansion of oil allowed for American capitalism to be
less dependent on coal, a historically strike-prone industry,
and the acceleration of accumulation through the oil-filled
veins of suburban and urban living. From this angle, class
conflict expressed in the ‘mine wars’ of the early twentieth
century in conjunction with a fast-maturing oil industry
were determinates in the environment-making processes
following post-1945 developments. Another was the mate-
riality and versatility of oil which was an energetically
dense light liquid, allowing oil to become a much more
global commodity than coal, whose heavy bulky proper-
ties incurred higher costs of transportation. The socio-
ecological contradictions of the coal economy coupled
with the socio-ecological advantages of a strengthening
oil economy undermined the position of coal as a fuel in
the postwar era.

Beginning in the 1930s, and then accelerating during
the postwar era, the United States economy was experien-
cing a fundamental shift in its food and fuel systems. Oil
fueled a new agricultural revolution that produced large-
scale monocultures, animal feedlots, and a new chemical
input industry. The Midwest and Great Plains of the
United States had developed into a full-fledged industrial
farming frontier. In contrast, according to the ARC (1964),
Appalachia’s small-scale labor-intensive agriculture was
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primitive and ill equipped to feed the United States or to
supply food aid to developing nations.8 Capital’s new food
and fuel systems fundamentally constituted the growth of
the United States economy, while Appalachia’s coal and
agriculture position was quickly diminishing. Modern
America was moving beyond coal as a principal energy
source, leaving coal-dependent communities in the dust.

These socio-ecological transformations, particularly
the major decline in coal mining jobs, resulted in dramatic
demographic changes. During the golden age of American
capitalism, Appalachia was facing a deep and lasting crisis
expressed in the 1950s Great Migration onto the ‘hillbilly
Highway’ to industrial cities. During the baby boom, over
3 million migrated out of the region to thriving industrial
and metropolitan areas such as Detroit, Chicago,
Columbus, Cleveland, and New York City (Caudill
1963). From 1950 to 1960, West Virginia’s population
decreased by nearly 7%; a decrease from 2,005,552 to
1,860,421 (Rice and Brown 1993, 280). Appalachia, as
indicated by the 1964 PARC report (ARC 1964), was
falling behind the rest of the United States in income,
education, employment, urbanization, and poverty rates.
Depopulation through out-migration has continued to pla-
gue rural communities, hollowing out its tax base and
ability to sustain rural communities. The combination of
accelerating depopulation, major environmental transfor-
mation resulting from strip mining, competitive energy
markets, and abject poverty precipitated President
Johnson’s War on Poverty.

In sum, the developmental era was shaped by the
ARC, whose main function was to alleviate poverty
through large-scale development projects. Informed by
modernization theory, the ARC pushed large-scale devel-
opment projects that were first and foremost environment-
making projects, which took the form of major highways,
community infrastructure, and technological and organiza-
tional innovations in coal mining and timbering as ingre-
dients for modernizing Appalachia. While these top-down
projects were significant to the historical development of
the region, the political economy of the coal industry
remained pivotal to the overall well-being of a rural
region. During the developmental era, mechanization in
both underground and aboveground mining within the coal
industry greatly impacted the life chances of rural com-
munities. Displacement of miners and environmental
degradation sparked backlash among members of coal
communities, revealing how development projects are
environment-making projects that often contain negative
consequences within them. The socio-ecological contra-
dictions expressed in the developmental era conditioned
the rise of neoliberalism nationally and regionally, to
which we turn to now.

The crisis of Keynesianism and the rise of
neoliberalism

In the early 1970s, another world economic crisis had
shocked the global North, reverberating throughout much

of the global South. Central to the crisis of world capital-
ism were declines in productivity in relation to relative
declines in the appropriation of unpaid natures that accom-
panied increased inflation. The oil crisis coupled with the
food crisis exacerbated inequalities between and within
countries. Oil prices quickly doubled and then redoubled
in 1973 (Heinberg 2003). The Great Grain Robbery had
eliminated all of the United States grain reserves as
scorching weather ravaged Russia’s crops. Furthermore,
United States hegemony was challenged by Japanese
and German economic growth, narrowing profit margins.
And the outcome of the Vietnam War suggested that the
United States had overstretched its imperial arm (Peet and
Hartwick 2009). As early as the late 1960s, Keynesianism
was in trouble. By the 1970s, it was clear to the United
States and the world that capitalism was experiencing
another major crisis.

To jump-start the world economy, proponents sug-
gested that what was needed was a reorientation of how
the economy and the market operated – a shift from
demand-side to monetarist supply-side economics was
part of the solution. Again, the economy remained an
object to theorize, problematize, and adopt policies. This
time around, there was a dramatic shift back toward mar-
ketization and financialization, or what became known as
the neoliberal turn. Neoliberalism is a political economy
theory derived from neoclassical economics, dating back
to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Central
to neoliberal theory was that individuals should be free to
develop their entrepreneurial spirit and that the hidden
hand of the market was best for organizing all elements
of life (Harvey 2005). Neoliberal doctrine was strongly
opposed to Keynesian state interventionist theories, and
believed that the only task of government was to protect
private property rights.

The Chicago School of Economics was the home of
neoliberal doctrine in the United States with leading econ-
omist Milton Friedman who redefined the monetarist
school. While Friedman and his contemporaries were rele-
gated to the backwaters of economics during the develop-
ment decades, they had come to the heartlands with the
neoliberal revolution. ‘The Chicago Boys’ served on advi-
sors in the Chilean state ministries while Friedman himself
lectured in Chile. In 1973, the United States backed a
violent military coup to overthrow socialist President
Allende to be replaced by General Augusto Pinochet
(McMichael 2012). Three years later, Friedman was
awarded the Nobel Prize for his work in economic theory
and his stabilization policy (Peet and Hartwick 2009, 83).
While Chile is often associated with the birthplace of
neoliberalism and is framed as a success, over the next
10 years, social spending declined, wages stagnated, and
the peso was devalued (McMichael 2012, 130). In the
United States in 1975, New York City declared bankruptcy
as the bankers refused to roll over debt. New financial
institutions enacted a plan to pay back debts through
wages freezes of municipal unions and cutbacks in public
employment and social provisioning (Harvey 2005, 45).
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Corporate welfare replaced human welfare and New York
City’s financial crisis became the model for the Reagan
administration and the IMF in dealing with financial elites
and workers.

Like Keynesianism and its associated economic the-
ories of development, neoliberalism found its origins in
the field of economics and couched in Western ideologies.
Neoliberals constructed freedom in a narrow, yet elusive,
sense while using it to wield power and control. Freedom
in the United States contains politico-cultural meaning that
individuals have free choice. Freedom meant individual
entrepreneurs were best able to pursue business unhin-
dered by governmental oversight or unruly unions. In
another sense, freedom and free choice allowed elites to
blame individuals for their failures or their lot in life
(Harvey 2005). In Great Britain, Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher famously said, ‘there is no such thing as society’,
suggesting that people must take responsibility for their
individual choices rather than blame society or the govern-
ment for their problems. Prosperity and poverty were a
matter of individual decisions rather than structures of
power and accumulation.

While developmentalism was comprehensive in
scope in developing countries and impoverished people,
neoliberalism’s development plan entailed privatization,
liberalization, and deregulation. Neoliberals believed
that state-owned industries were wasteful, cumbersome,
and inefficient and thus should be relinquished to pri-
vate capital. Private capital operating under competitive
pressures could deliver goods and services at the lowest
cost while avoiding the red tape of bureaucracy.
Liberalization entailed the reduction of tariffs, financial
deregulation, and encouraging export-led development
while opening up national markets to the competitive
pressures of the global market, which itself would create
the most efficient producers in agriculture, industry, raw
materials, etc. This was comparative advantage at the
global scale.

Like Keynesianism and modernization theories, neoli-
beralism and monetarist theories were a product of world
crises. Capitalism’s recurring crises are certainly ‘economic’
in form, yet are ecological in substance. These economic
moments were always part of and within ecologies of the
production and reproduction of capital accumulation. These
crises are turning points in the fundamental strategic rela-
tions governing the productive and reproductive activities
of the capitalist world-ecology (O’Connor 1998). Resolving
crises entailed new ways of organizing humans and the rest
of nature that turn on new ideas of nature (including
humans), power, and re/production. This did not mean
that neoliberalism was completely anew from development-
alism. Rather, neoliberalism emerged through the crisis of
developmentalism, temporarily resolving the accumulation
crisis by exacerbating the contradictions of capital-labor and
capital-in-nature relations. Above all, neoliberalism was an
environment-making project to restore class power through
new mechanisms of accumulation, re/production, and
governance.

Neoliberalism in Appalachia: from War on Poverty to
War on Coal

The following section examines how neoliberalism
unfolded in Appalachia. In place of modernization pro-
jects, neoliberalism emphasized the removal of environ-
mental regulation, an attack on the UMWA, and the near
dismantling of the ARC. Here, I suggest that the features
of the neoliberal environment-making state coupled with
the coal industry reproduced and extended rural depriva-
tion. During the neoliberal phase of development, the
socio-ecological contradictions eliminated the hopes of
ending poverty and conditioned the recent rise of the
War on Coal.

The end of the Great Society programs and the near
dismantling of the ARC came to a head with the election
of President Ronald Reagan in 1980. Contrary to the large-
scale development projects of the post-war era, Reagan
and his administration sought to restructure the political
economy of the United States through neoliberal ideals,
namely cutting corporate taxes, eliminating government
programs, privatization, loosening environmental regula-
tions, and targeting unions for hampering profitability of
corporations (Bradshaw 1992). Shortly after his inaugura-
tion, Reagan proclaimed an end to the ARC arguing that
these programs were a waste and drain on the US econ-
omy (Eller 2008). While the developmental state enacted
certain kinds of environment-making projects such as
highway construction, community infrastructure, and
investments in education, the neoliberal environment-mak-
ing state sought to eliminate public spending and encou-
rage growth through business friendly practices. In one
sense, the neoliberal era represented a break from the
developmental era most explicitly in the elimination of
large-scale development project. In another sense,
Reagan and the neoliberals shared a commonality between
the post-war developmentalists in regards to the economy:
‘a rising tide lifts all boats’.

The neoliberal environment-making state in the United
States focused on undermining the strength of big unions.
Of symbolic importance for Reagan and the emerging
free-market theory of development was the 1981 defeat
of the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization
workers. In Appalachia, the coal industry was restructur-
ing through similar neoliberal ideals and practices. In
1984, A.T. Massey refused to sign the Bituminous Coal
Operators Association contract that detailed an agreement
of wages and benefits between miners and all coal opera-
tors, launching a militant strike from the UMWA that
signaled a wave of union busting (Brisbin 2002). A.T.
Massey closed down many of its union operations only
to later reopen as nonunion mines, resulting in the hollow-
ing out of the UMWA. Membership declined from 85,000
in 1985 to 20,522 members in 2000 (Burns 2007, 26).
While historically the UMWA was a formidable organiza-
tion that successfully increased the standard of living for
many rural Appalachians, they no longer posed a chal-
lenge to the coal industry. Depopulation and the near
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elimination of the UMWA have remade the environments
of coal communities, making them more susceptible to the
exploits of the coal industry.

The environmental victories of the 1970s gave way to
the 1980s disdain for concerns over the environment. After
severely cutting the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) budget, reducing the Interior’s Office of Surface
mining by 40% (Andrews 1999, 258), an institution regu-
lating surface mining and monitoring reclamation of aban-
don coal mines, Reagan sought to eliminate the ARC. The
massive federal funds that had funneled into the ARC for
over two decades ran up against Reagan’s neoliberal ideals,
believing that big government and its bloated programs
were stifling economic growth. After much pleading from
governors in Appalachia to continue funding the ARC, who
saw the value in its objectives, Reagan drastically reduced
funds to the ARC, as opposed to disbanding it altogether
(Bradshaw 1992). The defunding of the ARC resulted in the
elimination of nearly all its programs with the exception of
highway projects (Eller 2008).

The neoliberal environment-making state entailed a
rewriting of the rules of re/production: environmental
deregulation, labor conflicts, and stepping back of federal
involvement in regional economic development. In this
sense, free-market theories of development are not simply
about economic development; rather they are fundamen-
tally about remaking environments to control working
people in service to capital accumulation. Dialectically
bounded with these neoliberal ideologies of development
are the material transformations of economic development.
In the case of the coalfields in Appalachia, such materials
transformations would have profound impacts on rural
livelihoods to the present day.

Political economy of coal in the neoliberal era

While the political ecology of development between the
state and rural Appalachia ensued, the coal industry itself
was also changing. The coal industry developed a new
form of extraction, mountaintop removal mining, resulting
in another wave of laid-off miners. Mountaintop removal
operations ‘can produce as much coal with fifty workers as
three times that number can produce underground’ (Scott
2010, 4). Mountaintop removal mining levels off 200 feet
from mountaintops utilizing large-scale machinery (dra-
glines, bulldozers, and dump trucks) and thousands of
pounds of explosive (Reece 2005). Since the beginning
of mountaintop removal mining in 1970 at Bullpush
Mountain in West Virginia, mine employment has
decreased in West Virginia from 45,261 to 15,377 in
2002, while tons of coal produced jumped from
143,132,284 to 163,896,890 a year (Burns 2007, 13). In
all central Appalachia states surface mining has increased
and underground mining has decreased, leading to
increased productivity and fewer employed in mining.
Between 1980 and 2003 over 26,000 mining jobs were
eliminated, most of which were union jobs (Goodell 2007,
34). The steady decline of UMWA membership and mine

employment combined with low-wage service work accel-
erated the fragmentation of rural communities that gave
way to increased poverty.

Over 50 years after the signing of theWar on Poverty and
the creation of the ARC, poverty still grips large segments of
rural Appalachia. Poverty has long been correlated with
mining and other extractive industries. Likewise in
Appalachia where mountaintop removal is most intense,
poverty rates have increased (Perdue and Pavela 2012). In
addition to higher rates of poverty, findings have shown an
increase of higher mortality rates, cardiovascular diseases,
and heart attacks (Hendryx and Zullig 2009). In West
Virginia, not only have poverty rates increased in counties
utilizing mountaintop removal mining, but also depopulation
and negative health effects have increased (Marley 2013).

Although coal production has continued to rise, espe-
cially since the 1980s, more recently production in
Appalachia has waned (McIlmoil et al. 2013). Coal basins
like the Powder River Basin have surpassed Appalachia’s
levels of production, making the region’s already
exhausted coal seams less profitable. The cost of produc-
tion and transportation in central Appalachia is consider-
ably higher than the Powder River Basin and the Illinois
Basin (Marley and Fox 2014). The hollowing out of the
UMWA, the political support of continued mass extraction
through mountaintop removal mining, and the failure of
the ARC to significantly improve the standing of
Appalachians have intensified the contradictions to new
heights. As an expression and solution to the heightened
contradictions, the coal industry launched its publicity
campaign War on Coal as a mighty project to control
human and extra-human natures.

The War on Coal is an ideological strategy to maintain
control over coal communities. The industry has spent
over $35 million on ad campaigns to vilify President
Obama and obstruct climate change policy (Davenport
2013). The campaign became fervent with the election of
President Obama, who the coal industry saw as a threat to
its long-term profitability. In general, the War on Coal
campaign posits outsiders like President Obama, the
EPA, and environmental groups as detrimental to the
future of the coal industry, often blaming them for exces-
sive regulation and declining mining jobs. This is a far cry
from the days when the industry welcomed Johnson’s
Great Society programs. Industry spokesmen and com-
pany executives like Don Blankenship repeatedly claim
that such outsiders have no allegiance to the coal commu-
nities, categorizing them as radicals, hippies, and socia-
lists. Above all, the War on Coal is a political campaign to
restore the faith, and profits, of the coal industry within the
coal communities of Appalachia. It was an outgrowth of
the contradictions of the neoliberal environment-making
state and capital.

In sum, the neoliberal state coupled with the coal
industry has unraveled some of the partial successes of
developmental state in the postwar era. Each of these
environment-making states and their attending ideologies
shaped and were shaped by the material transformations
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unfolding in the coal industry in Appalachia. General
agreements between the state planning projects, the coal
industry, and the UMWA in the postwar era facilitated
great potential for alleviating poverty and modernizing
Appalachia. Its partial success was thwarted with the rise
of neoliberal development and the shift to free-market
ideologies. The neoliberal era included the assault on
organized labor and the mass expansion of mountaintop
removal. Recurring patterns of mechanization, most
obvious with contour and strip mining after the war, and
then with the development of mountaintop removal
mining in the 1970s, conditioned a new era in the political
ecology of mining. Although economic growth was a
central driver of development in both periods, the neolib-
eral era brought with it an ideology of laissez-fair and the
elimination of government programs and the removal of
environmental and labor regulations.

Conclusion

The postwar era developmental state was bound up with
power, nature, and value relations, enfolding the manifold
contradictions in Appalachia, conditioning the rise of the
neoliberal state. The developmental state enacted environ-
ment-making projects that transformed the socio-ecologies
of the region, most notably highway construction, com-
munity infrastructure, and modernizing extractive sectors
(i.e., timbering and mining). The ARC was the institu-
tional response to a postwar crisis in the region that sought
to modernize the crisis-prone extractive economies. It was
informed by developmentalist theories of economic
growth that suggested Appalachia could modernize
through ahistorical models of development. While the
ARC temporarily ameliorated hardships in the coalfields,
the contradictions within the coal economy left miners
redundant and landscapes denuded. The ARC’s ideas of
development were both a product and producer of on the
ground material transformations tied heavily to the contra-
dictions in the coal economy. By the 1980s, the ARC had
run its course in a major way. The contradictions between
capital accumulation, power, and value relations continued
to intensify with the restructuring of the coal industry in
the 1980s. The neoliberal environment-making state dis-
mantled the partial successes of the developmental state in
the name of a free-market ideology. An ideological shift
from large-scale development projects and government
programs to the near elimination of the ARC, the gutting
of the EPA, and the assault on the UMWA characterized
the new environment-making state. These political pro-
jects linked up with the restructuring of the coal industry,
most notably with the greater use of mountaintop removal
mining and the elimination of the union jobs.

This paper contributed to the world-ecological frame-
work by incorporating the role of experts, knowledge pro-
duction, development projects as environment-making
projects, and ideas as material forces. While the world-
ecological framework is still nascent, I suggest that it has
much to offer in the fields of environmental and historical

sociology. To transcend modernity’s violent dualistic ontol-
ogy, we need a methodology that offers new theorizations
of nature and society – one that illuminates the dynamism
of humans and the rest of nature, rather than obscuring
those relations – world-ecology might just be that. Part of
the aim of the essay was to illustrate how ideas of devel-
opment are dialectically bound to material transformations
across space and time, reflected in the role of experts in the
production of knowledge and articulated to successive capi-
tal-state environment-making projects. Today, the question
remains as to what degree will experts influence the capital-
state-led environment-making projects?

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes
1. Environment making refers to both human and extra-human

activities in which the socio-ecological relations between
and among them reconstitute the environment in historically
concrete ways (Moore 2015). See Parenti (forthcoming) on
the environment-making state.

2. According to the ARC, central Appalachia includes
Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia.

3. This conceptualization of value relations builds upon the
work of Marxist feminists (Mies 1986; Federici 2004).

4. This entails an ever-shifting configuration of organic life and
inorganic environments, including, but not limited to, plate
tectonics, geological formations, and climatic change.

5. Today, women around the world do the majority of unpaid
work that is never calculated into the commercial economy.
Safri and Graham (2010, 111) estimated that world gross
household product was $40 trillion for 2006, whereas the
world GDP for that year was $50 trillion. The world’s
ecosystem services amount to $33 trillion a year, ‘exceeding
the global gross national product of $25 trillion’ (McMichael
2012, 184).

6. The ARC is made up of 14 members: 13 governors of the
Appalachian states and 1 appointed federal co-chair.

7. By 1990, over $5.7 billion in federal funds and almost the
equivalent to that in other public sources had been directed
into the ARC program (Widner 1990, 291).

8. Regional agriculture was primitive in form partly because of
its mountainous topography and lack of adequate flatland
that could utilize modern-day farm equipment on economies
of scale (ARC 1964).

Notes on contributor
Ben Marley is a Ph.D. Candidate in sociology at Binghamton
University. He studies energy and agriculture in the United States
from a global perspective.
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