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Eco-hero/heroine/s of Environmental Justice: Hollywood Spins the Tales


“Look, I don't know shit about shit but I know right from wrong!” 
In uttering these lines, Julia Roberts as Erin Brockovich draws on the basic tenets of the film genre of melodrama in the 2000 film based on the true story of the legal battle between a small community, Hinkley, California, and Pacific Gas and Electric. This language of right and wrong reappears at various points throughout the film. In critical discussions of the impact and potential to influence activism, films such as Erin Brockovich have been called environmentalist; that is as Paula Willoquet-Maricondi argues, these films’ “principal intent is to put a topical subject in the service of entertainment. . . . the environmental themes in these films function primarily as backdrops to plot development, not as a call to action” (xi). On the other hand ecocinema “overtly strives to inspire personal and political action on the part of viewers, stimulating our thinking so as to bring about concrete changes in the choices we make, daily and in the long run, as individuals as societies, locally globally” (Willoquet-Maricondi 45). 
However Lawrence Buell has noted the importance of moral melodrama to toxic discourse (Writing 47). Buell “sweepingly” defines toxic discourse as “expressed anxiety arising from perceived threat of environmental hazard due to chemical modification by human agency” or more simply, rhetoric and ethics of imagined endangerment (31). I argue that environmentalist films such as Steven Soderbergh’s Erin Brockovich and Steven Zaillian’s A Civil Action (1998), as politically liberal melodramas, employ to a more or less successful degree the emotional tugs of melodrama, enter into toxic discourse and thus provide tools for progressive change.

These two based on true stories Hollywood films, driven by star power, Julia Roberts and John Travolta,---where the focus is more on the hero/heroine than the victims---still draw attention to issues of environmental justice. Environmental justice advocates have moved past the early preservationist agendas advocated by mainstream environmental groups and toward an ecopopulism. Buell points out that the most distinctive difference is the “activism of nonelites, the emphasis on community, and an ‘anthropocentric’ emphasis on environmentalism as instrument of social justice as against an ‘ecocentric’ emphasis on caring for nature as a good in itself (33).  The weak link in these films’ ecopopulism is of course, the community, which in both films has been condensed into one or two families. There is also the issue of the focus on the two superstar protagonists.
In her discussion of Erin Brockovich as an example of melodrama as political appeal, Elaine Roth argues that melodrama makes a case to the film audience “on behalf of the suffering protagonist” (51). Other common characteristics of melodrama identified by Roth are “clear delineations between and bad (as in doing the “right” thing). . . . [employing] sweeping musical scores. . . high emotion, [and] domestic settings”  (51). 
Roth further argues that 

[b]ecause melodrama focuses on social institutions, encourages identification with 

its protagonists, and generates empathetic responses in its audiences, it offers rich 

opportunity to challenge cultural hegemony. . . . Rather than burying a political argument within an otherwise syrupy and inconsequential plot, it is the melodramatic elements---the sympathy and visceral connections made with audience---that actively promote liberal films’ progressive agendas. (52)
In her study of emotions and Right-wing America, Linda Kintz notes that 


Academics and others who feel justifiably threatened by traditionalist 
conservatism are often unable to understand its appeal because we are not used to understanding beliefs that are not expressed according to our own scholarly expectations. 
By dismissing arguments that are not articulated in the terms with which we are familiar, we overlook the very places where politics come to matter most: at the deepest levels of the unconscious, in our bodies, through faith, and in relation to the emotions. (4)
These analyses, I believe, take us straight to the toxic discourse parameters that Buell discusses and allows audiences to identify with the challenges that the protagonists encounter.

Erin Brockovich

The Soderbergh film most easily fits into these identified characteristics of melodrama.  Brockovich/Roberts is a highly sexualized character fighting an uphill battle as she says, “to be a decent citizen.” Erin is an unemployed, single mother of three small children who, through sheer guts, manages to convince her personal injury attorney to hire her as a file clerk after he fails to win her lawsuit against the doctor/driver who ran into her and left her with $17,000 in hospital bills. As Roth notes, this “continues the long standing American melodrama tradition in which an oppressed female heroine, whose body displays her suffering and later triumphs, is forced by desperate circumstances to strike out on her own” (53). Her neck brace, the physical pain, the stack of unpaid bills, the huge cockroaches in her house, and her own hunger as she struggles to feed her kids all serve to legitimize her public voice and activism as she challenges discriminatory patriarchal forces. For the audience, Brockovich remains the primary victim, however she “ultimately advocates for those even more victimized, represented in the film as almost exclusively women and female children” (55). 
The Hinkley community has lived for years with Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E) contaminating their ground water supply. PG&E has notified the residents that there may be Chromium in their water but the information sent out indicated that Chromium is good for people.  However, they have been paying all of the medical bills for several years. Erin, puzzled as to why medical records are included in real estate files, investigates and in her own unorthodox way discovers that the Chromium used by PG&E is Hexavalent Chromium which causes many illnesses including cancer which many of the resident suffer from in various manifestations. In urging her boss/lawyer, Ed Masry, to take the Hinkley community’s case, she makes a case for the morally right thing:
Ed Masry:  This is a whole different ball game. A much bigger deal. 
Erin Brockovich:  Kind of like David and what's-his-name. 
Ed Masry:  It's kind of like David and what's-his-name's whole fucking family.                                 
[sighs] 
Ed Masry:  Okay, here's the deal: If, and only if, you find all the evidence to back 

this up, I'll do it, I'll take it on. 
Erin Brockovich: You're doing the right thing, Mr. Masry. 
Ed Masry:  Yeah, yeah, yeah. Remind me of that when I'm filing for bankruptcy.
Erin does find the evidence and Masry has to bring in another attorney’s firm with more experience in this type of lawsuit. As in all good stories of heroines, it is Erin who is the most successful in uncovering the information needed and holding the group of plaintiff’s together as they seek binding arbitration. An example of her confrontational, non-lawyer-like style is shown when they meet for settlement talks with PG&E’s attorneys, represented by Ms. Sanchez:
[at the meeting with the PG & E lawyers] 
Ms. Sanchez: Let's be honest here. $20 million dollars is more money than these 
people have ever dreamed of. 
Erin Brockovich: Oh see, now that pisses me off. First of all, since the demur we have more than 400 plaintiffs and. . .let's be honest, we all know there are more out there. They may not be the most sophisticated people but they do know how to divide and $20 million isn't *shit* when you split it between them. Second of all, these people don't dream about being rich. They dream about being able to watch their kids swim in a pool without worrying that they'll have to have a hysterectomy at the age of twenty. Like Rosa Diaz, a client of ours. Or have their spine deteriorate, like Stan Blume, another client of ours. So before you come back here with another lame ass offer, I want you to think real hard about what your spine is worth, Mr. Walker. Or what you might expect someone to pay you for your uterus, Ms. Sanchez. Then you take out your calculator and you multiply that number by a hundred. Anything less than that is a waste of our time. 
[Ms. Sanchez picks up a glass of water] 
Erin Brockovich: By the way, we had that water brought in specially for you folks. Came from a well in Hinkley. 
Ms. Sanchez: [Puts down the glass, without drinking] I think this meeting is over. 
Ed Masry: Damn right it is.

There is of course, as in most melodramas, a happy ending. Erin is successful and earns a two million dollar bonus and the film audience is told that Hinkley residents received large monetary settlements. As in most true stories brought to the screen there were liberties taken with the narrative, characters are conflated for instance. In this case there has been a great deal of unhappiness with the division of the settlement monies among the residents which Kathleen Sharp has written about in Salon.
The film did reach a large popular audience and Julia Roberts won an Academy Award and a Golden Globe for Best Actress in 2000. Soderbergh was nominated for Best Director by several award committees and Susannah Grant won a Best Original Screenplay award from the Screenwriter’s Guild.  The Environmental Media named the film as the best feature film of the year.  There were a total of twenty-eight wins and forty-two nominations overall. All in all it was a successful melodrama that garnered a lot popular interest
.
A Civil Action

Steven Zaillion’s A Civil Action is harder to fit into the melodrama slot. In an analysis of whether popular Hollywood film can foster legal change in Canada, Steven Penney argues that unlike Erin Brockovich, which can “succeed as propaganda, sway public opinion which influences politicians. . . .A Civil Action’s narrative leads to a pro-government, anti-court message. . .” (205).  Although Penny believes that popular film can foster legal change, he believes that even though the narrative covers the transformation of a lawyer---John Travolta as Jan Schlichtmann---the film is too lacking in a positive, happy-ending Hollywood clarity to engage public imagination.  However, the box office was very good for the film and it garnered five wins and eight nominations with a Best Supporting Actor Academy Award for Robert Duvall. It also received a best feature film award from the Political Film Society. 



However, when considering the film from the perspective of a melodrama, it lacks many of the characteristics of melodrama, for instance, it does not have an oppressed female antagonist. Instead of an anti-lawyer, through the first half of the film, Jan fits the image of a personal injury attorney (some would say an ambulance chaser/a shyster). The film begins with Travolta wheeling a client into the courtroom with a voiceover:
Jan Schlichtmann: It's like this. A dead plaintiff is rarely worth more than a 
living severely-maimed plaintiff. However, if it's a long slow agonizing death as 
opposed to a quick drowning or car wreck, the value can rise considerably. A 
dead adult in his 20s is generally worth less than one who is middle aged. A dead 
woman less than a dead man. A single adult less than one who's married. Black 
less than white. Poor less than rich. The perfect victim is a white male 
professional, 40 years old, at the height of his earning power, struck down at his 
prime. And the most imperfect, well in the calculus of personal injury law, a dead 
child is worth the least of all. 
And the plaintiffs of the Woburn community are mainly represented by two families that have both lost children. More attention is paid to the male members of the community than in Erin Brockovich, so there are gender differences between the two films also. In fact the corporate attorneys as well as Schlichtmann’s and most of the representatives of the community seem to represent an overwhelming patriarchal presence.  Anne Anderson, played by Kathleen Quinlan, is the lone female with any significant role at all in the film. However, even though Schlichtmann’s firm begins as a very successful small law firm, as tremendous expenses become necessary in order to fight the large corporations, the firm gradually begins a kind of disintegration. Staff is let go, furniture disappears, either sold or repossessed, utilities are turned off, and all that is left when Jan finally agrees to an eight million dollar settlement, are boxes of files and one chair occupied by Jan who has been abandoned by the other attorneys. During this time, he has had a moral transformation which is presented in highly visual term: pounding rain, thunder claps, dark skies, cars whipping by on the freeway, flashbacks, and moody music which builds to a crescendo set the melodramatic tone as the red hazard lights on Jan’s Porsche echo the shot of a plaintiff’s car whose son died enroute to the clinic shown in a flashback during his deposition. Although Penney suggests that this one visual scene doesn’t provide the audience with convincing explanation of Jan’s transformation, it is a melodramatic scene and there are other clues of transformation along the way as Jan begins to know his clients on a more personal level. 


The plaintiffs themselves are certainly of nonelite status and in the end so is Jan as he ends up working in a working class one-man office. The happy ending isn’t a typical Hollywood one.     
 
James Gordon: [Regarding the case and the following settlement] Mrs. 
Anderson, you're looking at four guys who are broke. We lost everything trying 
this case. 
Anne Anderson: How can you even begin to compare what you've lost, to what we've lost.
Jan ends up sending all of the fieldwork and documentation to the EPA for their investigation. One of the last scenes shows the Grace and Beatrice attorneys receiving a summons and lawsuit from the EPA about the cleanup of Woburn. The after credits state that the required cleanup was one of the largest in U. S. history---69.4 million dollars.
Narrative and Melodrama as Political Catalyst


There is a growing recognition, in medicine, law, and other professions, that narrative is the way that people make sense of social reality (Bruner). Melodrama is a form of narrative that has affected people’s emotion and understanding of personal, cultural, and social plights for a long time.  Although Erin Brockovich is a stronger example of this genre than A Civil Action, both films exhibit melodramatic characteristics and enter into the toxic discourse that Buell and others talk about. Although it is difficult to trace the direct relationship between melodramas and environmental justice activist involvement, these types of films are important. They may not overtly make a call to action in ways that the ecocinema films do, but they are seen by many more people than most of those films are
. Thus in terms of sheer volume of people reached, they have the potential to effect change on a much larger scale.  I would argue that both types of environmentally themed films are important as they bring the various issues of environmental justice and preservation to the public’s attention. 
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Barbara, I tend to agree with you that blockbusters like the ones you discuss here cannot be summarily dismissed as having no environmental value. As Andrew Hageman and I argue in our chapter in Hollywood’s Exploited, just because these films are paradoxical and ambivalent in their texts and contexts doesn’t mean they can’t or don’t engage audiences in surprising ways that can lead to more engaged activism.  
I do think, however, that in the case you make for these films you can more directly engage the arguments made against them (see, for example, my rather lengthy comment suggesting how and why Willoquet is more skeptical of Erin Brockavich).
In addition, whenever I read about film, I am keen to see analyses that engage its visual aspects.  I liked your discussion of the climatic scene in Civil Action as it begins to get at some of the visual narrative.  If you were thinking of publication I would encourage you to think of how you can more actively engage the cinematography.
I am also curious: would you type these films as ecocinema versus environmental, because you do see them having positive environmental outcomes?  This question gets us back to the question of what is ecocinema that grounds our workshop.

Looking forward to discussion.
�And I’m inclined to agree. Even though I haven’t read your argument as yet, I am troubled by simply condemning such films as inconsequential to advocacy.  


�Unfortunately, so true.


�Which has repercussions for environmentalism…


Willoquet would argue that a film like this can’t be categorized as ecocinema unless it results in some obvious political action that subverts commercial and capitalist systems of resource demand. In her chapter, she suggests the ending only re-affirms the monetary systems that sideline environmentalism.


�This is key. In fact, I might argue that they are often the first step towards a consciousness that might incline audiences towards more overt ecocinema as discussed by Willoquet.





