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ERIN BROCOVICAH (2000)

1 Vocabulary

ROYGE (KPR OFERZPIXE DHER L, FHOER ) ~ (o) 2 HiRiEE
BOTILXY,
e Bl X WEM

1 unprecedented The rich enjoy unprecedented levels of prosperity while the poor endure
daily hardship.

2 unconventional | Conservative people criticize the man’s unconventional behavior.

3 content Voters are growing less and less content with the current administration.

4. adverss gilo(ilr(t)zg;s of port capacity would have adverse effects throughout the

5 resent The man resented his boss for making him work late.

6 profane }Zg&gg told not to speak any profane words such as “hell,” “damn” or

7 seal Your destiny is sealed, so tell me your last wish.

8 tawdry Too colorful clothes that are cheap appear so tawdry.

9 shun The man is so shy that he always tries to shun parties and social events.
10 demeanor The boy has the demeanor of a leading figure in the film industry.

11 manipulate The wealthy old man manipulated her into a sexual relationship with

him.
: “Nobody wants to read books anymore, but everybody wants to get
12 quip : » :
published,” he quipped.
13 malignant The study shows that malignant bacteria can open door to cancer.
14 see Blood was seeping through the side of his head and he was slowly losing
p consciousness.
15 hypocrisy Many teenagers have a good nose for sniffing out hypocrisy.
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5 Pacific Gas & Electric
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Erin Brockovich is an interesting hybrid of the Hollywood social
problem film and the contemporary woman’s film. Based on a true
story, the film follows a crusading (self-taught) paralegal assistant
as she helps her boss win an unprecedented settlement from a
corrupt public utilities corporation, Pacific Gas & Electric. Yet
the film is also something of a woman’s film, dramatizing how
Erin (Julia Roberts) must find a way to balance the demands
of her job against those of her three children and the man with
whom she is romantically involved. While the film models some
fairly unconventional ideas about gender roles — Erin’s boyfriend
George (Aaron Eckhart) is mostly content being a “house-
husband” while she goes off to work — it also dramatizes how
Erin’s job does indeed have adverse effects upon George and her
children. (At one point George does leave her, and Erin’s son
resents his mother’s prolonged absences.) Similarly, while the film
takes aim at the corruption of corporations that will do anything
to increase profit, it also celebrates its own brand of capitalism:
as part of the film’s happy ending, Erin and her boss Ed Masry
(Albert Finney) are rewarded for their “humanitarian” crusade
with considerable monetary success.

As the film begins, Erin is unsuccessfully jobsearching, and
director Steven Soderbergh employs a ragged jump-cut montage
sequence to underline the considerable effort and fruitless
repetition of Erin’s quest. A former beauty queen and stay-
at-home mom, Erin realizes that she has few marketable skills
aside from her drive and intelligence. When a car driven by an
emergency room doctor runs a red light and plows into Erin’s
car, she comes into contact with lawyer Ed Masry, who tries to
win some damages for the injured Erin. Yet, in the courtroom,

the opposing team of lawyers uses Erin’s gender and class status
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against her — they subtly suggest she is an unfit mother because
she has had two husbands (and no current one), and that as a
poor woman, her words are not as trustworthy as those of the
male doctor. When Erin bursts into profane language in the
courtroom, her fate is sealed, and she loses her case. Angry with
Ed, she works her way onto his staff, telling him that she doesn’t
need pity, she needs a paycheck.

Erin’s forthright manner, salty tongue, and somewhat tawdry
wardrobe are meant to signify her proud working-class status;
the film shows how they also make her a target of discrimination,
not only in the courtroom, but also on a daily basis in Ed Masry’s
law office. The other “girls” who work there initially shun her
precisely for those same attributes. As Erin gets more involved in a
toxic tort case — residents of the small town of Hinkley have been
plagued by cancers and other medical disorders because PG&E
has not properly disposed of its chemical waste — she seems to
do so out of genuine compassion for the suffering townspeople.
She also realizes that her pursuit of truth and justice in this
case is more than just a job, and she refuses to quit it even when
George asks her to so that she can spend more time with the
family. The more traditional, reversed-gender situation, where
a father/husband works away from home for days at a time, is
hardly ever commented upon in Western patriarchies. Such men
are good providers, not bad fathers. But because Erin is female,
she is expected to put her children before her job. (Apparently,
some viewers of the film could never get past this aspect of Erin’s
roughhewn persona —comments condemning her as a poor role
model for women or a bad mother can still be found on Internet
bulletin boards discussing the film.)

Erin’s down-to-earth demeanor, however, allows her to
connect with the residents of Hinkley in ways that no legal
professional could. The “smoking gun” that eventually seals the
fate of PG&E comes from a former plant worker who will only
speak to her. Erin’s full figure also allows her access to the county
water records; she uses her sex appeal to manipulate a naive

clerk (Jamie Harrold) into granting her access. While women in
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Hollywood films have traditionally used their sexuality to lure
men into doing their bidding, here the twist is that Erin is using
her sexuality for a more humanitarian cause. When asked by
her boss how she is able to get access to such information, she
quips “They’re called boobs, Ed.” Another moment in the film
expresses a similar theme about the nature of women’s sexuality
under patriarchy. When Hinkley resident Donna Jensen (Marg
Helgenberger) is diagnosed with malignant tumors, she wonders
aloud if she will still be a “woman” because her diagnosis means
she will soon have “no uterus and no breasts.”

As Erin discovers that PG&E has allowed poisonous
hexavalent chromium to seep into the ground water surrounding
Hirikley, the film underlines how greedy corporations can take
advantage of unsuspecting citizens. It also points out how most
of us take clean water for granted. Multiple shots of iced tea
glasses, coffee cups, children in swimming pools, and water hoses
used to wash cattle — all potentially contaminated — underline
the pervasiveness of the chemical threat. At another point, Erin
exposes the hypocrisy of PG & E’s high-powered law team, offering
them water that she tells them has been brought in especially from
Hinkley for them to drink. (They refuse it.) After it is revealed
that PG&E has lied to the residents of Hinkley for decades about
the dangers to life and limb it has knowingly caused, the residents
are awarded a $333 million settlement. Erin’s children eventually
realize the good of the cause that their mother has worked for,
although the film leaves George’s fate open to question. In the
final shot of the film, Erin returns to work on another case.

Popular with mainstream audiences as well as critics, Erin
Brockovich was nominated for five Academy Awards including
Best Picture; Julia Roberts won the Oscar for Best Actress.
Although it follows many Hollywood conventions about
underdog heroes and humanitarian crusades, Erin Brockovich

presents a strong modern woman finding a sense of purpose in
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her life, one that includes but also goes beyond being a mother 100

and a wife. Such a character is all too rare in contemporary
Hollywood filmmaking.
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2 True / False

ROXHBAXDONEEL —BTHHEFE T, B LR2VEAIRF 2802 %0,

@ (T/F) Erin Brockovich portrays extremely traditional, patriarchal ideas
about gender roles.

@ (T/F) Thedirector of the film uses a jump-cut montage to emphasize Erin’s
unsuccessful job search.

® (T/F) The working-class status of the heroine puts her in a discriminatory
situation even on a daily basis.

@ (T/F) The film audience is expected to blame Erin as a poor role model for
woman or as an evil mother.

® (T/F) Female characters such as Erin Brockovich have become very
common in modern Hollywood films.

3 Summary o
ROXHFD () ITAL»OEEERATEIRAATLL S,

Erin Brockovich is an interesting combination of the Hollywood social problem
film and the contemporary woman’s film. Yet the film is also something of a
woman’s film, ( © ) how Erin must find a way to balance the demands
of her job against those of her three children and the man with whom she is
romantically involved. The film models some fairly ( @ ) ideas about
gender roles. Erin’s boyfriend George is mostly ( & ) being a “house-
husband” while she goes off to work. On the other hand, it also dramatizes how
Erin’s job does have ( @ ) effects upon George and her children. At one
point George does leave her, and Erin’s son (® ) his mother’s prolonged
absences. Erin’s children eventually realize the good of cause that their mother has
worked for, although the film leaves George’s fate open to question. While the film
takes aim at the corruption of corporations that will do anything to increase profit,
italso celebrates its own brand of capitalism. As part of the film’s happy ending,
Erin and her boss Ed Masry are rewarded for their humanitarian crusade with
considerable monetary success.
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4 Discussion / Writing

KOBAPIFIZOVWTHTHEDEZZ T LDTHAEL LI,

@ A large number of women are still non-career employees in our patriarchal
society. What do you think of the situation?

(@ What do you think of a man choosing to be a house husband? Is it socially
acceptable in Japan?

32 Ability and American Film



8MILE(2002)

1 Yocabulary

ROBGE (RTPRT) ORKEHIL L DIFERL. FTHOFEEE (@ ~ () »>iHEE:

EFELEY,
L Bl X JEER
1 Marilyn Monroe is a very bright woman, not at all like her screen
persona
persona
9 FEADEE The woman said that the whole family’s living expense depends on a
SR meager income from her husband.
: The Ogasawara Islands are abundant with a great number of endemic
3 endemic .
species.
4 cliché That love song is full of clichés, but everyone seems to love it.
- Japan used to be very patriarchal, and women were expected to be
> patriarchal submissive to men in the family.
6 exemplif This case exemplified the importance of the inventor’s involvement in
PIY |l the drafting of a patent application.
7 dismissively The athlete won seven silver medals ’e’lt the Olympic Games, but was
dismissively called “the silver collector.
8 ineptitude | The team’s poor play was blamed on the ineptitude of the coaching staff.
S People usually do not like political advertisements where opponents
9 disparage disparage one another.
In the movie, the actor plays the role of a shy husband who has been
10" emasculaie emasculated by his domineering wife.
" Mexico seems to have developed into a lucrative market for American
11 lucrative
producers.
12 impromptu The more you do impromptu speaking, the easier it gets and the better
you present.
13 effeminate | The actor is openly gay and has a high and somewhat effeminate voice.
14 defiantly The boy crossed his arms across his chest and lifted his chin defiantly.
i3 sndoms Most of the voters in Japan have endorsed the government’s attempts
to raise taxes.

(m) @25 - Bx2d72567 () BrS - AUEw
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29 The Jazz Singer
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B, TV Val
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MOHEG [ BEL A
122 572 (you
ain’t heard nothin’
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8 Mile marked the feature film debut of rap musician Eminem,
and as such was carefully tailored to reinforce his pre-existing
persona as a successful recording star. Specifically, the film
borrows various autobiographical aspects from Eminem’s life,
such as being raised in a working-class community of Detroit
(south of 8 Mile Road), and using his talent as a rapper to rise
up from those meager conditions. As such, the film focuses on
issues central to the urban poor and working classes. At the
same time, however, the film explores how economic status
intersects with issues of gender, sexuality, and, most prominently
in this case, race. In particular, the film is careful to negotiate
the potential problem of focusing on a white male protagonist
who practices a musical idiom that arose primarily from within
urban African American cultures. The film also addresses the
sexism, homophobia, and tendency to glorify violence that many
have critiqued as endemic within much rap music. Ultimately,
although the film exposes the harsh realities of poor and
working-class lives, it is somewhat ambiguous about the solution
to those inequities. Ironically, while it critiques certain “rags to
riches” clichés, Eminem did become rich and famous through
his rapping. The film also attempts to critique various aspects of
white patriarchal capitalism, but just as often seems to validate
hegemonically the same dominant ideologies.

The first moments of the film exemplify how class issues are
often obscured by racial concerns. We are introduced to Jimmy
(Eminem), or B-Rabbit (as his friends call him), getting himself
ready to compete in a rap battle at a local underground club.
The scene is constructed in such a way as to recall a parallel
moment in The Jazz Singer (1927), another film that deals with
the intersections of music, race, and masculinity. Thus, the first
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time Jimmy is shown on screen, he is reflected in a mirror dressed
almost in a sort of black face costume (including a black knit
cap), and practicing poses associated with black rap culture.
Throughout the film, Jimmy has to defend being a white guy
“trying to be black.” In this opening rap battle (which he loses),
his opponent scornfully calls him “a tourist.” Later, Jimmy is
dismissively referred to as “Elvis” and as “Vanilla Ice,” two other
white men who became pop stars by taking up — some might say
“stealing” — African American musical styles. When discussing
the possibilities of “making it” in the music industry, one African
American character baldly asserts that “it’s always easier for
a white man to succeed in a black man’s medium.” (The film
also references the history of such cross-cultural issues when
it shows another character watching Imitation of Life [1959], a
famous Hollywood woman’s film about a black maid and her
light-skinned daughter who passes for white.)

The attacks on Jimmy’s whiteness are also related to his
compromised masculinity. His “choking” during the opening
rap battle is regarded as a sign of cowardice and ineptitude by
everyone in the club. His masculinity is also challenged on the
streets by rival gangs. Jimmy is smaller than most of the other
men in the film, and is unable to defend himself when a group
of guys decide to beat him up. His boss disparages his work
ethic, and even at home his mother (Kim Basinger) and her
new lover (who is only slightly older than Jimmy) make him feel
emasculated. Jimmy has also broken up with his girlfriend upon
learning that she is pregnant — another sign of his inability to
live up to social expectations as a good provider. Alex (Brittany
Murphy), the new girl in Jimmy’s life, eventually dumps him for
Wink (Eugene Byrd), because he seems more likely to succeed
in the music business than does Jimmy.

The film ties all of Jimmy’s hardships to his economic status.
After leaving his first girlfriend, Jimmy is literally living on the
streets without a car. He eventually is forced to move back in with
his mother, who herself lives in a dingy trailer home. Jimmy does

have a job — but a low-wage one in an automobile factory that

37 Elvis =)V 14 % -7

L 21— (1935-1977)
TAVATHRHEKR
Ty r7rua—)-
I2—-VUxrEED
NTWb, BREIk
DB AS AV
1Z19504: DT 2 1)
TR L AT
[)N—=DT VAT KT
W TS59T 3= 7
Y= pEhRE
e OHEFEAEDTD
A2 cR,
Vanilla Ice 77 =7-
T4 A (1968-). 7 21)
ADOHAN MC. 1990
0 [ce Ice Baby!|
DKy MCHILNT
RV

44 Imitation of Life H

ESEEARIE PP AR
EOWTTFN]. 5
At — B T
& —JF—Fid, 1950
ERDOT AT H A
FETHATRT M
[E8

54 Kim Basinger

(1953-) F2- 43
o 198543 v F—
o— oo
TAvT - ¥I< [F4
on—7] (1986) T
FxERD, [LA. 3
VIALT Y]
1997) 7 HF3I—
H Wi Lo B A
LG #ENHAD
DY (s

56 emasculated 3 4

LHEORTLIZL
fEbN D, Bih
THICERINT
RBEINL, B
LEREERLLTCLE
HTE,

Chapter9 35



143 Horatio Alger
FRAT a7V r—
(1832-1899) 7 A1) 7
DWHELFVER, T
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DYk TAIHY -
FU =228 <HER
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is victorious. Yet, unlike Eminem in real life, Jimmy does not
become rich and famous through rapping. Winning the rap battle
gives him a better sense of his own self-worth, but afterwards he
heads back to work at the auto plant. Such an ending runs counter
to Hollywood’s usual Horatio Alger-style happy ending, but it is
truer perhaps to the economic experiences of most Americans.
Jimmy acknowledges the realities of his situation, and what he
needs to do to make a better life for himself: not to chase after
impossible dreams but to step up and be a man. Ultimately then,
while empathizing with the working class, 8 Mile continues to
endorse rugged individualism and the Protestant work ethic
over organized protest for systemic change. Combined with its
focus on white heterosexual masculinity, the film does not “rage

against the machine” anywhere near as much as it seems to do.

2 True / False

RDUDBAXDNEE BT HHFRET. ~BHLEZVEFREF 2B RSV,

@ (T/F) Homophobia, as well as sexism and a tendency to celebrate
violence, is presented as being endemic to rap music.

@ (T/F) Jimmy’s masculinity is challenged in a number of ways in day-to-

day life.

® (T/F) The difficulties the protagonist encounters has nothing to do with
his economic status.

@ (T/F) Jimmy’s first victory in a rap battle can be seen as an attempt to
reinforce rap music’s racist reputation.

® (T/F) The film objectifies a female character Alex, and the hero does not
hesitate to cut down his opponents as “pussies.”
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3 Summary | . L
ROTHO () AL WA BATEERRE L 5 .

8 Mile is loosely based on the life of Eminem, who was raised in a working-
class community of Detroit and rose up from those ( @ ) conditions.
The film is careful to ( @ ) the potential problem of focusing on a
white male protagonist who practices a musical idiom that arose mainly from
within urban African American cultures. We are introduced to Jimmy, as he
gets himself ready to ( 3 ) in a rap battle at a local underground club.
The first time Jimmy is shown on screen, he is reflected in a mirror dressed
almost in a sort of black face costume and practicing poses associated with
black rap culture. Throughout the film, Jimmy has to defend being a white
guy trying to be black. Later, Jimmy is ( @ ) referred to as “Elvis”
and as “Vanilla Ice,” two other white men who became pop stars by stealing
African American musical styles. Finally, having confidence in himself, Jimmy
wins round after round in the film’s final climactic rap battle. Winning the
rap battles gives him a better sense of his self-worth, but afterwards he just
goes back to his normal life as an auto-plant worker. While empathizing with
the working class, 8 Mile continues to ( ® ) rugged individualism
and the Protestant work ethic over organized protest for systematic change.

4 Discussion / Writing
ROFOPFICOVWTHFASGDEZ 2L LOTAHAILE ),

@ How would you react if you were blamed for being “effeminate” or
“unwomanly”?
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