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Maria McVarish

Abstract

At approximately 3:00 p.m. on 5 April 2010 a cloud of methane gas exploded in a 

mine near Montcoal, West Virginia. Twenty-five miners died instantly, and for the 

next five days national and international news associations tracked efforts to rescue 

four miners believed to have sought refuge in a nearby air pocket. It was a familiar 

story… heard last year in China, five years ago in Kentucky. Judging from reports 

of survivors and family members the miners had understood that where they live 

injury, asphyxiation, and death are the conditions of employment. In this article, I 

explore concepts of value and productivity in close thematic relationship with ideas 

of ‘wasting’: literal and metaphoric, human and environmental. Drawing from 

photographs and news stories, I argue that for Appalachian mining communities 

the wish for “contained memory” emerges within a context of uncontained 

toxicity and danger. A discussion of issues connecting cultural heritage sites in 

Appalachia with the necessity for mourning and memorial provides the backdrop 

for my scrutiny of these terms. Efforts to contain cultural memory in Appalachia 

are complicated by an identity of environmental and cultural degradation—the 

direct legacy of the coal industry and its decline. Indeed, this wasted identity 

persists in two of the region’s “growth industries”: filling un-reclaimed mine sites 

with garbage imported from New York and building and managing federal prison 

facilities. The wasting of the mine region’s society and landscape is thus reified in 

its use as a receptacle for out-of-state “refuse”.

Keywords: forgetting, waste, figure, identity, memorial
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Introduction

This article explores the idea of memory as economy, with particular emphasis on 

forgetting as a correlate to the wasting that is endemic to any economic system. 

Using Sigmund Freud’s ideas regarding the individual’s psychic economy as a point 

of departure, I examine the range of meanings and uses of this word “economy” 

in the context of public memory. If public memory balances what is culturally or 

politically expedient now against what might return as a haunting cost later, what 

happens when we think about it in relation to the more familiar economic ideas of 

exchange and value? Specifically, I will examine the perhaps symptomatic memory 

economy of the Appalachian coal-mining region of the U.S., and attempt to link 

metaphoric and everyday ideas of value there to enactments of waste. 

Figure 1. Maria McVarish. West 

Virginia Coal Road. 2004.

While today “economy” is most often understood as a noun for the organisation 

and exchange of resources (as a system or structure infinitely scaleable), its 

etymological root lies in the Greek word oikos, meaning the balanced management 

of a household or domestic locus. In common parlance “economy” is also a 

practice we resort to during hard times, the scrimping and belt-tightening we 

impose when our finances or systems fall out of balance. 

In the context of an ongoing and more or less global recession, we know 

these meanings of the word “economy” almost too well. Its meanings within 

psychoanalytic theory, however, may be less familiar. At various times in 

his seminal writings, Freud explicitly characterised the mental processes as 

an economy of forces regulating the increase and reduction of quantities of 

“excitation”.1 In his earlier texts, this regulation functioned between “wishes” 

and “prohibitions”. Later, it served in relation to the production of pleasure and 
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the “avoidance of unpleasure”, re-centring the psychic economy in a dynamic of 

countermining “drives”.2

Within Freud’s economic model of the psyche, memory provides the material 

for exchange between consciousness and the unconscious, remembering and 

forgetting. In a slightly different sense, memory also motivates what we are able to 

remember from what we would otherwise forget and, conversely, what we are able 

to forget from what we might too vividly remember.3 Memory therefore resembles 

an oikos—a locus in which various desires, rendered as “quantities”, are sized 

against countervailing “quantities” of exigency or risk. In other words it is a topos 

where energies circulate, deviate, overflow, and dissipate—aiming in the overall 

scheme of things for a tolerable balance. 

Yet memory also complicates this analogy between an economy of psychic 

forces and an economy of home or market. Freud proposed that memory is not 

simply a tool in the service of consciousness, but a rich if ambiguous cipher for 

the ongoing drama of our mental regulation. Nor is memory the only record of this 

drama. When an inassimilable or disturbing experience cannot achieve the status 

of memory—its links with the past not yet known or knowable—it will likely be 

enacted (and then re-enacted) in a transmuted form.4 The original experience, 

buried in our mental archive and compelling these enactments, cannot properly be 

said to be forgotten since it resurfaces through repetition and displacement.5

Figure 2. Maria McVarish. Mine 

headhouse, Kaymoor, West 

Virginia. 2004.
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Disaster loops

In the following example, I will attempt to trace one particularly charged 

instance of public “memory” through various forms of enactment, obfuscation, 

and idealisation—each being variations of the phenomena of repetition and 

displacement as they occur within what we might call the public psyche. 

At approximately 3:00 p.m. on 5 April 2010 a cloud of methane gas exploded in 

an underground mine near Montcoal, West Virginia. The initial reports confirmed 

the death of at least 25 miners, while four more remained trapped in the mine, 

possibly alive. Access to the area proved unsafe in the explosion’s aftermath with 

loose rubble obstructing egress; rescue crews clamoured to reach the missing 

miners. For five days and nights the crews drilled down, and accounts of their 

slow progress gripped the news. Amidst hourly updates, reports emerged that the 

mine ownership’s parent company, Massey Energy, and the mine facility itself had 

been cited for multiple and repeated safety violations before the blast.6 When the 

rescuers finally located the four miners they learned that, like the 25 previously 

confirmed casualties, the men had died in the initial explosion. 

Taking note of the level of interest generated by this story, the media turned 

its attention from sustaining hope to portraying the grief of the miners’ families. 

A memorial service was planned; both President Obama and Vice President 

Joseph Biden would speak there, with Obama delivering the eulogy. Still more 

news stories emerged after the memorial service, exposing lax regulation of the 

mining industry at both state and federal levels and the U.S. government’s failure, 

particularly under the Bush administration, to follow through on mine inspections 

let alone enforce penalties for known infractions.7

Massey Energy was reported in this context to be one of the nation’s most 

profitable mining companies, clearing $104 million in 2009 alone (a year during 

which Republican senators had blocked incoming president Obama’s appointment 

of a new Mine Safety and Health Administration director).8,9

Figure 3. Rob Dinsmore,  

Project Designer, Chapman 

Technical Group. Upper Big 

Branch Miners Memorial. 2011.



Hazard Figures: Heritage, Memorial, and Wasting in Appalachia — Maria McVarish

 

235

As the tragedy unfolded on the news, I tried to remember the last time I had heard 

this narrative of underground explosion with trapped miners before. Failing to 

recall the specifics, I resorted to Google and was able to revive the chronicle of 

events in Sago, Kentucky in January 2006. My haunted feeling did not subside, 

however, with this confirmation as I felt I had heard some variation of the story 

since then. A further Google search indicated that in the last 10 years there have 

been scores of large-scale mining disasters in China alone—thousands dead with 

few survivors—and many more in other parts of the world.10 

In the year since the Montcoal explosion, large-scale mining disasters have 

taken place again in China, Russia, Colombia, Chile, and New Zealand. The U.S. 

Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) defines “disaster” as an incident 

in which at least five people are killed. Internationally dozens, if not hundreds, of 

fatalities from mining accidents occur monthly without entering public awareness 

because they fall below this threshold. For instance, since April 2010 there have 

been at least as many known deaths collectively in American coalmines as there 

were in the Montcoal disaster.11

The story seems to repeat itself at nearly regular intervals—both within my 

country and in coalmines around the world—and I am interested in how it appears 

to fascinate the public anew each time. A lulling ignorance contributes to this 

cycle of forgetfulness and re-fascination. It is as if the general public cannot think 

the underground cavities of the mines—the spaces themselves—let alone imagine 

the work that takes place in them. The darkness, the shifting limits, and the 

interiority of the underground mines come to stand in for the un-image-able edges 

of popular consciousness. Ultimately they carve an absence within our national 

memory. In turn, they may contribute to government agencies’ lax enforcement of 

safety requirements and, likewise, to mine companies’ lack of strict and consistent 

precautions against accident. 

A political economy of memory

A striking quality to the repeating disaster stories is the extent to which both 

miners and non-miners (including the highest level of federal leadership) seem 

to understand and accept the risks of mining.12 It is as if the necessity for coal 

were beyond scrutiny, an issue of national security and economic vitality, and as 

if its dangers were inevitable.13 Subtending this lies the problem that for miners 

the perils experienced underground are the conditions not only of employment 

but of cultural relevance and value. Forgetfulness shrouds the hazards which 

underwrite our consumption of “cheap” fuel. Thanks to miners, we do not have 

to know the dangers and costs of our vast and growing need for “affordable” and 

“independent” energy.14

In what ways does this national memory problem complicate the mining 

community’s sense of its heritage and its grief—its regional memory? Historical 
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monuments pay tribute to the generations of miners who have given their lives 

to “fuel America’s great Industrial Revolution”—or in more contemporary terms 

to fuel “our way of life”.15,16 However this image of the heroic miner implicitly 

belies an otherwise conspicuous wasting of the region’s individual, cultural, and 

environmental resources.17 

Figure 4. Kim I. Hartman. Coal 

Miner Memorial Statue at the 

Capitol Building, Charleston, 

West Virginia. 2010.

The miners’ social value appears irreconcilably ambiguous as two kinds of 

“economies” diverge around their work. Within the short-term memory economy 

of the public they are heroic figures; within the scrimping economy of fuel prices 

they are evidently disposable. 

Figure 5. Maria McVarish. Near 

Fayette, West Virginia. 2004.
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In Marxian terms, the economy enjoyed by a company like Massey Energy is 

predicated on an outbound spiral of surplus value (witness this company’s profit in 

the year before the Montcoal explosion), while the economy experienced by miners 

is an ever-closing and sometimes surpassing loop of costs.18 

This corresponds roughly to what Marx might call the spoliation19 of labour 

(meaning labour’s incremental and corporeal loss during the production of 

surplus value).20 What I am particularly interested in is the notion of entropy in 

this spoliation process.21 In other words, I am interested in conceiving of the loss 

or wastage that is intrinsic to the coal company’s system of production22 and the 

visible, physical and human ways in which the system’s accumulation of loss 

becomes manifest. 

The entropy of coal mining, the other side of the company’s production 

and export of value, is evident in the environments the industry has ravaged 

Figure 6. People  

Incorporated of Virginia. 

Miner’s Pay Sheet. 1938.
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and equally in the deaths, physical health problems, and social costs borne by 

the mining communities directly. We must measure the economic and social 

containment of miners against the enduringly uncontained toxicity of their 

environment, and the evidently unmanageable occupational hazards that 

contribute to their social value. 

Cultural entropy

From a memory perspective, there is a problem of temporal containment as well. 

Just as the environmental effects of this entropy are not limited to the periods of 

active mining, we can see their persistence at the level of the coal region’s cultural 

identity. Since the underground mining industry’s virtual dissolution in the last few 

decades (very large underground mining companies like Massey Energy aside), 

its legacy of wasting has surfaced like toxic sludge in some of the region’s recent 

“growth industries”. These include filling un-reclaimed mine sites with garbage 

imported from New York and building and managing federal prison facilities.23,24 

The wasting of the mine region’s society and landscape is reified in its use as a 

receptacle for different forms of imported “refuse”.

I want to be very clear that this economic by-product—of degradation or 

waste—is not necessarily internalised by miners. If anything, miners show a fierce 

pride in their work and align themselves with the image of heroic figures who 

makes sacrifices for others. Wasting is therefore more of a regional “identity”25 in 

the Lacanian26 sense of an image-based (or image-oriented) unity of associated 

signifiers (an idea I will develop below). If we can locate it at all, the identity 

resides in a more broadly popular unconscious. 

Figure 7. Maria McVarish.  

Creek near Montcoal, West 

Virginia. 2007.
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Figure 8. Maria McVarish.  

Sign near Bobtown, 

Pennsylvania. 2007.

Mining figures

This distinction—between a figure and an identity—is of crucial importance 

to understanding something of the means by which ideas of social value are 

transmitted between individuals who, while sharing a certain level of experience or 

belief through their identification with a figure, co-exist in quite different economic 

circuits. This, in turn, can result in divergences in their “memories”, or in their 

relationships to what can be remembered and what must be forgotten. A figure is 

not a person, but a kind of three-dimensional image produced culturally by various 

modalities of discourse, but equally by the “needs”, stories, and myths that belie 

cultural operations. 

Figures serve socially prescribed functions. It is for this reason that we may 

think critically and politically through figures when we interrogate cultural 

operations that appear “natural”. To think through the figure of the miner, we must 

examine the ‘ground’ against which he is seen (in the “figure/ground” parlance 

of conventional pictorial analysis).27 The movements and specific efforts of the 

miner-figure’s labour process, the technologies that engage and support this 
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process, the network of other working and consuming figures linked to him, and 

the environment in which he works all constitute the miner’s ground. All of these 

factors contribute to the idea and role of the figure the miner cuts.

If a figure is produced within and operates at a purely social level, an identity 

by contrast works on two planes. It links individuals to society as a whole, often 

through identification with a socially understood figure. It also aligns individuals to 

other individuals (particular people) and to specific places.

In the monuments to martyred miners the miner-figure is often imagined in 

isolation; culturally-produced figures, while conceptually set-off by a ground (or 

setting), are in practice severable from the specifics of that ground (identities  

are not). 

Figures are therefore a social means of inscribing individuals with culturally 

shared symbolic meanings, phantasies, and demands and they exclude some 

attributes or associations in favour of others. The overlooked or excluded parts are 

real, however, and for as long as what is positively delineated by a figure is socially 

affirmed the rest—the parts that do not fit which I am calling the waste—will 

accumulate elsewhere in quantity and form. Like traumatic experiences that,  

while not ‘remembered’ cannot yet be said to be forgotten, these unassimilated 

and abjected aspects (in this case of mining) find expression repeatedly in 

displaced ways.

In the example explored here the miner as a body and as a real person is 

marked by a socially disavowed identity, the by-product of his status as a working 

figure in the split (company/miner) economies of mining. As an instrument of the 

Figure 9. George Bragg 

Collection. Miners walking to 

work in Glen Jean. 1900.



Hazard Figures: Heritage, Memorial, and Wasting in Appalachia — Maria McVarish

 

241

Figure 10. Maria McVarish. 

Huber Breaker near Ashley, 

Pennsylvania. 2007.

coal company, the miner is implicated in the toxicity, degradation, and corruption 

generated by coal extraction. Although the wasting of the mining landscape is 

explicitly disavowed by mining companies (and all too often by government 

agencies and the general public), those who live or work in the vicinity of 

coal mines, even abandoned ones, are statistically more likely to develop life-

threatening or chronic health conditions.28 

The disproportionate incidence of health problems amongst miners is the 

consequence of environmental toxins, inadequate healthcare, drug and substance 

addiction, and poor education outside the mine shafts as much as it is a result of 

their exposure to dangers within the mines. Rates of systemic political and judicial 

corruption are also notably higher in coal mining areas.29 These entropic facets of 

the coal economy are alternately conspicuous and subtle. As the backdrop to their 

daily life they contiguously link the real miners, as distinct from the heroic figures, 

to the waste produced by coal mining. 

Memory markers

The preceding discussion of the social function of figures and identities bears 

relevance to James E. Young’s lengthy apologia for the necessity of figuration in 

what he calls countermemorials.30 As he concedes, people need an identificatory 

entry point to public memory and a means by which to understand their own 

relationship to the loss memorialised.31 This is especially true when the people 

who have died, the environment that has been disfigured, and the community that 

has been abjected exist outside of one’s direct experience. 
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As already implied, figures may play an important role in affording us, as 

individuals, a means for understanding and laying claim to social value (in the 

sense of worth), meaning, and relevance. Produced culturally, shaped by palpable 

forces within specific economies and marked out through embodied practices, 

they leave traces in the environments they create.32 Figures may be conjured by 

their grounds or places and particularly through a perception of the absence these 

grounds still evoke.33

Abandoned work sites of the underground mining industry tell stories explicitly 

within a language of presence and absence, memory, and loss. The visible, above-

ground mining buildings describe their use, material history, and position in 

the progress of technology. They show us how work was done—from the large 

scale of labour organisation and differentiation all the way down to the specific 

movements, actions, efforts, and appendages of individual miners. They evoke 

the real bodies that worked in them, just as they record the specific ingenuity and 

effort these workers expended. All of which argues strongly for the preservation 

of what remains of underground coal mining facilities as countermonuments, with 

special emphasis on the critical curation of the meanings and causes for what 

remains and what is gone. 

Figure 11. Maria McVarish. 

Company town now covered 

in kudzu, Kaymoor, West 

Virginia. 2004.
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Figure 12. Laura Hartman. 

window repair at miner’s 

outbuilding, Eckley Village, 

Pennsylvania. 2005.

Figure 13. Maria McVarish.  

Mine conveyor, Nuttalburg, 

West Virginia. 2006.

Young reminds us that public memory must be selected, organised, and interpreted 

whenever it is given form. In Appalachia, the very question of giving memorial or 

monumental form to a contested heritage/memory may itself serve to focus the 

mining communities, and even outside stakeholders, on the complications involved 

in their ambivalent or polyvalent histories.34 Memory sites in these mining areas 

must serve disparate and possibly competing interests: government, industry, 

national consumers, tourists, local communities, and (not least) the survivors and 

heirs of those lost or injured in the mines. 
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The preservation and curation of surviving mine structures would provide an 

alternative to the kinds of demurring and understated yet glorifying monuments to 

the miner’s “sacrifice” referred to earlier. The buildings offer no easy containment 

to the work, meaning, history, and loss of value borne disproportionately by 

mining communities. Certainly, in the hands of the wrong curators, they may be 

prone to the same “forgetful” and disingenuous glossing over of social tensions 

and conflicts that existing memorials to miners exemplify. But such glossing is less 

tenable when the marker comes with its own palpable and perceptible connection 

with the history in question. The structures do not cease to evoke the expenditures 

of real people, the losses, and wasting that paralleled the growth and glory of the 

underground coal mining industry.

The layers of materiality, technological innovation, use history, and bricolage 

still evident in surviving structures have the potential to convey the rich and 

contradictory effects of the industry’s history here. These places act not as 

unifying vehicles for pat identifications, but in the spirit of James Young’s 

countermonuments. The buildings continue to confront their visitors with the 

figure of the miner—one whose constitution implicates all of us. The enduring 

production of this figure is contrasted by the absence of real people to serve the 

functions it prescribes. This absence of the particular person may in turn serve as a 

vehicle precisely for the re-membering of what has been paid or lost here, and the 

working-through of meanings that build and bind communities.

Figure 14. Maria McVarish. 

Miners’ changing room, 

Bobtown, Pennsylvania. 2007.
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