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In Ailing in Place: Environmental Inequalities
and Health Disparities in Appalachia, Michele
Morrone explores the relationship between place
and health, and specifically, draws readers’ “atten-
tion to the connection between inequitable envir-
onmental exposures and health in Appalachia” (p.
viii). Hoping to strengthen the connections
between studies of environmental conditions and
public health, Morrone suggests that this work
provides evidence “to show that Appalachian
people are ailing in the place in which they live”
and that not all of the health concerns afflicting
Appalachian residents can be entirely attributed
to individual behaviors (p. viii). In other words,
Morrone states, “you may be prone to getting can-
cer because of your family history, but your
chances of actually getting and dying from cancer
increase because of where you live” (p. 3). Mor-
rone maintains throughout the book that while
health disparities within Appalachia (as compared
to the rest of the United States) have been well
documented, the connection between these health
disparities and environmental conditions has

been less clear. She elaborates that the connection
between environment and health is often difficult
to definitively point out because many health is-
sues like, “for instance, cancer, are chronic and
linked to myriad factors” (p. 146). Despite the diffi-
culties inherent in this approach to the study of
environmental health, Morrone argues that “when
a place has the highest rates of a specific type of
cancer and the highest amount of reported re-
leases of toxic pollutants,” as is the case for Ap-
palachia, “we should examine the connection
between the two” (pp. 146-47). While Morrone ef-
fectively draws connections between public and
environmental health, her focus on the Appalachi-
an region is far less productive.

In the introduction, Morrone emphasizes that
her approach to the study of environmental health
in Appalachia does not revolve around individual
choices regarding health, such as smoking, for ex-
ample, but is instead more concerned with the en-
vironmental conditions which can harm residents’
health. Morrone suggests that she writes “about
Appalachian populations who face health disparit-



ies because of where they live, not because of how
they live” (p. 15). Unfortunately, in many in-
stances, Morrone does not abide by this admirable
methodology, and instead includes numerous in-
stances of individual behaviors that contribute to
health issues in Appalachia. For example, she in-
corporates obesity rates in Appalachia in nearly
every chapter (see pp. 61, 79, 91, 125, and 145).
However, it is not just these repetitions that are
troublesome. Instead, it is the overall tone of many
of these passages that gives readers the impres-
sion that Morrone is, at least to some degree, pla-
cing blame on Appalachian residents, in terms of
both how and where they live. For example, Mor-
rone writes, “in some instances, residents in rural
Appalachian communities contribute to projects
that create harmful environmental exposures” be-
cause, according to her, “In places with persist-
ently bad economic conditions, communities may
support any kind of development offering the po-
tential for quick economic returns, especially if
jobs are on the table” (p. 12). Equally as frustrating
as Morrone’s lack of compassion for Appalachian
residents seeking jobs while she reinforces the
false dichotomy of jobs versus the environment,
are her broad comments about Appalachian resid-
ents’ feelings toward climate change. Morrone
writes, “People who live in the Appalachian region
tend to be even more skeptical” than the broader
US populace “of humans’ role in climate change”
(p- 132), a claim which she does not support with
any citations or evidence. Morrone, in fact, does
not effectively engage with place-based scholar-
ship about Appalachia in either her citations or
her discussion within the book.

Morrone’s work is very clearly steeped in
scholarship surrounding public health. She effect-
ively integrates published scholarship in public
and environmental health throughout the book,
citing the Center for Disease Control and the En-
vironmental Protection Agency quite often, in ad-
dition to other reliable sources pertaining to pub-
lic health. The book is not, however, as clearly
steeped in the study of place as Morrone claims.
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Morrone briefly explains the role of place and
provides a reductive one-paragraph description of
the Appalachian region in the book’s introduction.
In doing so, she misses several opportunities
throughout the book to engage with the impress-
ive body of place-based scholarship in Appalachi-
an studies. Since the 1970s, Appalachian studies
scholars have built place-based knowledge sur-
rounding this complicated and beautiful region,
and a deeper engagement with this body of know-
ledge would have not only enhanced Morrone’s
argument but also made her work more valuable
to scholars outside field of public health. For ex-
ample, Morrone mentions in passing that some
have referred to Appalachia as a Third World
country (p. 26). In this instance she does not
provide any discussion of the internal colony mod-
el of Appalachian development[l]Jor any com-
mentary on how that model has fallen out of favor
based on some critiques that it does not fully en-
capsulate Appalachia's involvement in the broad-
er global economy.[2] While a more vibrant dis-
cussion of the socioeconmic development of Ap-
palachia would have increased the strength of
Morrone's argument, particularly in terms of the
myriad economic barriers to improving environ-
mental health in the region, her lack of involve-
ment with Appalachian studies scholarship sur-
rounding coal more seriously undermines the
present work. Although Morrone frequently al-
ludes to coal mining and its historical roots and
sociological impact, she does not cite or engage
with any Appalachian studies experts on the his-
tory of coal mining or with Shannon Elizabeth
Bell’s more recent and award-winning scholarship
on the sociocultural impacts of coal on Appalachi-
an culture, health, and environmental quality.[3].
For many of us in the environmental humanities,
this book would be much stronger were the ele-
ment of place made more prominent through at-
tention to Appalachian studies scholarship, rather
than Morrone’s reliance on bureaucratic data re-
lated to public health. Morrone’s work does con-
tain a few references to work in Appalachian stud-



ies, but it is not necessarily the type of scholarship
one would expect in a published monograph. Mor-
rone cites a handbook on Appalachia and encyclo-
pedic sources about the region.

Morrone’s methodology for this study is also
unclear. At times she alludes to a survey that she
gave to both “residents and environmental health
professionals” in Appalachia (e.g., p. viii). In the
introduction, makes strong claims based on this
survey data, suggesting that nearly all the profes-
sionals who completed the survey, “believe envir-
onmental health problems in Appalachia differ
from those in other places” (p. 5). While this sur-
vey data may have emphasized the existence of
health disparities, because the readers are not
privy to any more detail about who completed this
survey, or what, specifically, it included, it is hard
to understand the context and legitimacy of these
data. At other places in the monograph, Morrone
suggests that she conducted interviews, but it is
unclear who was interviewed and for what pur-
pose, in terms of her overall argument. Surpris-
ingly, in the book’s epilogue, the methods become
even more muddied, as she suggests that she sur-
veyed environmental health professionals “for
background” research in the book. However, she
begins each chapter with several quotes which
seemingly stem from these surveys. Additionally,
she ends the book with a bulleted list of quotes
which she states originate from environmental
health professionals in Appalachia. Owing to the
ambiguity surrounding her research, it is hard for
readers to envision what these data mean in terms
of the book’s broader context. Ailing in Place may
be useful for scholars in public health hoping to
learn more about the challenges facing rural res-
idents, but based on its shallow exploration of
place, for those interested in the Appalachian en-
vironment, this book should be supplemented
with much more reading in Appalachian and en-
vironmental studies.
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