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In Central Appalachia—a region that encompasses Eastern Kentucky, Southwestern Virginia, 

and East Tennessee—the coal industry has been decapitating mountains and the state has been 

building prisons. The region is “home to fifteen prisons, twelve of which have been built in just 

the last three decades during the most accelerated period of mass incarceration” (p.2), and at 

least three of which sit on former mountaintop removal (MTR) sites. The process of MTR does 

exactly what its name suggests: it consists of removing the summit of a mountain, in order to 

expose and extract the coal that lies underneath. In its wake, MTR leaves various economic, 

environmental, and public health crises and, crucially, vast plains where rugged peaks used to be. 

On this fresh terrain, some are trying to build prisons, while others are fighting for economic, 

environmental, and social justice. 

In Coal, Cages, Crisis: The Rise of the Prison Economy in Central Appalachia, Judah 

Schept identifies this new topography as an interface between carceral and abolition geographies, 

situated within a broader moment of crisis and struggle in Central Appalachia. Upon moving to 

Lexington in 2011 to teach at Eastern Kentucky University, Schept set out to explain why the 

region became a centre of prison proliferation, through an understanding of what the prison does, 

both within and beyond its walls. The book’s central argument is that “Rather than as 

punishment or economic development … prisons in the coalfields are best understood as central 

mechanisms for the ongoing need to manufacture capitalist social order amidst very real crises in 

the region” (p.15), achieved by “renovating the region’s racialized and gendered social order 

through transforming once and would-be white (and largely male) miners into white (and largely 

male) prison guards” (p.192). 

The book starts early in Schept’s research, with the realisation that prisons must be 

understood as part of the broader “waste geography” (p.44) of Central Appalachia (see Chapter 

1). This includes illegal coal ash dumps, coal sludge spills, contaminated waterways, trash 

incinerators, and the former mine shafts and MTR sites that usually sit next to, or underneath, 
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newly built prisons; the prisons themselves are, in turn, filled with urban populations “‘wasted’ 

by capitalism” (p.87) and by the carceral state. This landscape sustains “the near-hegemonic 

narrative that extractive, waste, and carceral economies are the best that Appalachian residents 

can hope for and are, in fact, inevitable” (p.84). 

On this “waste geography”, the book argues, a series of crises have been accumulating 

and converging, which the current social formation has been trying to resolve through prison 

construction (see Chapter 2). First, the rise of the carceral state redirected both institutional 

capacity and resources towards expanding the state’s ability to criminalise, police, and 

incarcerate. Second, the long decline of the coal industry, and its transformation through strip-

mining and MTR, left Central Appalachia with surplus land, structural joblessness, and a 

precipitous decline in tax revenue. Third, regulatory law has exempted flattened MTR sites from 

environmental remediation if they can be put to “higher and better use” (p.74). In response to 

these crises, state and federal governments have injected hundreds of millions of dollars in the 

region—almost exclusively, however, in the form of prisons, often built on former MTR sites. 

With prison construction came a tenacious discourse that prisons bring “jobs, jobs, jobs” (p.171), 

as one pamphlet from the Bureau of Prisons (BOP) states, even as compelling sociological 

research has forced the same agency to admit that “recent studies indicate no correlation between 

prison development and long-term economic growth” (p.172). 

This conflict between the official narrative and the data drives Schept to ask: “What does 

the prison do that requires an analysis beyond its attempt, however dubious, to replace coal as an 

engine of economic development?” (p.15) Prisons have long served to secure profit and social 

order in the coalfields—from convict leasing to the coal industry, to making prisoners mine 

directly for the state, to becoming sites of disposal of the newly criminalised masses (see Chapter 

3). With the decline of the coal economy, the prison is taking an additional role: it has become 

central to the social reproduction of entire communities. Their hope for economic survival, but 

also their broader capacity to imagine a future, is structured by the presence and promise of the 

prison (see Chapter 4). 

This process, which Schept calls “carceral social reproduction” (p.152), “threatens to 

deputize hundreds of people into one of the central institutional sites of racialized class war” 
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(p.196). Indeed, unlike coal jobs, “jobs in the carceral economy foundationally rest on, and 

continue to manufacture, racism” (ibid.). While the coal economy has been profoundly 

exploitative, it was also a site of “multiracial class struggles” (ibid.) against both capitalist 

exploitation and carceral power; the prison, in contrast, operates a racialised process of 

“differentiation” (p.190) that brings criminalised populations and Appalachian workers—both 

disposable in their own way—on opposite sides of prison bars. In other words, the carceral state 

is attempting to conjure a new subjectivity: “miner on the one hand and mine guard/sheriff/state 

police officer on the other, at bloody odds with each other periodically during the twentieth 

century, might be best understood now in some areas of the coalfields as a single individual: the 

prison guard” (p.196) (see Chapters 5 and 6). 

Yet, Coal, Cages, Crisis makes the compelling argument that “Appalachian organizing 

against the coal industry is a history of struggling for life and democracy, and for the abolition of 

the practices that preclude both. There is thus a history of abolitionist politics in Appalachia” 

(p.200). In the final substantive chapter, co-authored with Appalachian scholar and activist 

Sylvia Ryerson, Schept brings this history “into the present” (p.200) by describing how a 

coalition of local organisers, local landowners, national abolitionist activists, federal prisoners, 

and the authors themselves successfully defeated plans to build a new federal prison on a former 

MTR site in Eastern Kentucky. It is a rare happy ending to a book about the carceral state. Yet it 

is also bittersweet, as it starkly reveals that the state has no plan for economic development in 

rural Appalachia; it only has prisons to build (see Chapter 7). 

Coal, Cages, Crisis is a deeply researched book. It consists of eight years of ethnographic 

and archival research across Central Appalachia, in communities that are home to former, 

currently operating, and proposed prisons. This research is complemented by an extensive 

engagement with existing literature on every topic that comes out of Schept’s fieldwork—from 

critical theories of waste, to histories of race in Appalachia, to the emergent field of rural prison 

studies. By repeatedly bridging between ethnography, archival research, and theory, Schept is 

able to attend to both systems and subjectivities, and thus develop an extremely compelling and 

situated analysis of prison expansion. In the process, Schept succeeds in making conjunctural 

analysis read like a story, and writes an academic book that is hard to put down. 
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The analytical strength of Coal, Cages, Crisis comes from Schept’s ability to follow “the 

leads of fieldwork” (p.5), as provided by collaborators, research participants, and the landscape 

itself. Nearly every site visit in the book is conducted with photographer Jill Frank, whose 

images provide two key insights that guide Schept’s fieldwork and analysis (and the reader’s 

experience): they constantly remind us that the prison is part of a broader landscape, and they 

beckon us to consider the interfaces between the prison, the coal mine, and the community—

often all captured in the same shot. Early in Schept’s research, some key participants orient his 

analysis in this same direction, and towards the region’s long history of exploitation and struggle. 

As he asks about prison construction, they take him on a field trip to an illegal dump, make him 

walk on a hill of coal ash, and help him sneak a peek of a heavily guarded incinerator; they also 

share personal histories that span generations, from land expropriation, to the opioid epidemic, to 

water privatisation. 

The “immediacy and confidence” (p.44) of these responses induce Schept to shift his 

perspective, drawing him towards the work that the prison performs outside its walls; this, in 

turn, allows him to articulate the crucial concept of carceral social reproduction. Schept captures 

this concept in action by examining the planning process of USP Letcher, ongoing at the time of 

writing, through “some deft multiscalar work, paying attention to granular flows of money, 

ideas, and policy” (p.160). This includes an analysis of federal legislation, documents from local 

planning agencies, educational archives, local media reports, public comments made during the 

consultation process, as well as interviews with “prison boosters” (p.13) of various kinds. These 

testimonies reveal that the community is in the process of being restructured by and for the 

prison: the local political class is renovating itself by enacting policy to attract the prison; the 

prospect of the prison opens revenue streams for essential infrastructural and environmental 

projects; potential contracts with the prison are perceived as the last hope for underfunded 

healthcare facilities and social services; and, strikingly, school curricula have been entirely 

reoriented to prepare students for carceral work. 

Yet, if attending to interfaces means attending to the making of carceral geographies, it 

also reveals the persistent presence of abolition geographies. Coal, Cages, Crisis opens with an 

ethnography of the former MTR site of Roxana, where Schept learns of the various ways in 
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which local residents have been reclaiming the site: “They hunted, foraged, rehabilitated injured 

birds, held family reunions, gathered for religious retreats, organized and held music festivals, 

and pursued hobbies like model airplane flying” (p.53). These realities trace the contours of an 

abolition geography that comes into full view in the very last chapter, in Schept’s six-year 

ethnography and cartography of coalitional organising against USP Letcher, a remarkable 

example of activist scholarship. The history captured in this chapter—across interviews, public 

comments, movement histories, and Schept’s and Ryerson’s own experiences—denaturalises the 

presence and violence of the prison; in one resident’s words, “No person’s aspirations are to 

work for an industry that puts humans in cages” (p.213). It also reveals that coalition building 

deepens analyses, expands relations, and opens up space to enact alternative visions. If the work 

of the coalition was to “plot—that is, to imaginatively narrate and map—a future without a 

prison” (p.225), then Coal, Cages, Crisis demonstrates how a successful “plot” can benefit from 

thoughtful theory, analysis, and methodology; which is, after all, what any good abolitionist 

research should do. 
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