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   Doughlas C. Macteod 1   

 

Abstract: Todd Haynes’s 1995 film Safe, starring Julianne Moore as the victim of an illness 

that no one can seem to understand, is eerily prophetic on two levels: the film speaks to both 

the effects of climate change on the human mind and body, and a woman’s right to have 

control over her own medical decisions.  With the advent of COVID and monkey pox, along 

with the overturning of Roe vs. Wade and the recent closed door talks between Democrats to 

create a bill to help clean up the environment, a film like Safe shows viewers that there were 

warning signs almost thirty years ago that trouble was on the hazy horizon.  My essay will 

be a textual analysis of Haynes’s film, how Safe was a cultural representation of the political 

climate during the 1990s, and how the film’s message is just as relevant now as it was during 

the Clinton Administration.   
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Todd Haynes’s 1995 film Safe, starring Julianne Moore as the victim of an 

illness that no one can seem to understand, is eerily prophetic on two levels: the film 

speaks to both the effects of climate change on the human mind and body, and a 

woman’s right to have control over her own medical decisions.  With the advent of 

COVID and monkey pox, along with the overturning of Roe vs. Wade and the recent 

closed door talks between Democrats to create a bill to help clean up the 

environment, a film like Safe shows viewers that there were warning signs almost 

thirty years ago that trouble was on the hazy horizon.  My essay will be a textual 

analysis of Haynes’s film, how Safe was a cultural representation of the political 

climate during the 1990s, and how the film’s message is just as relevant now as it 

was during the Clinton Administration.   

Early on in Safe, Carol White (Moore) is fatigued.  It is unclear as to what is 

wrong with her, but we are made to understand through science-fiction-like 

leitmotifs and sterilized visual cues that something is not right.  She walks around 

her new house in a daze, she seems regularly preoccupied and uninterested, she 

may or may not have misstated what colour she wanted when she ordered a new 

couch for her living room; at first, we are made a privy to the smaller changes in her 

behaviour and personality, which is generally amenable and submissive.  This is 

made apparent in the first scenes of the film where Carol is having vanilla sex with 

her husband Greg (Xander Berkeley), her face displaying complete indifference and 

her hands firmly planted on the back of his head and shoulder, as if she has done the 

missionary position over and over again without much in the way of pleasure or 

love.  She is the dutiful second wife and somewhat timid stepmother to a 

prepubescent child but she is seemingly content to play the role of the 

“homemaker,” even if her life is perpetually relegated to the rose garden and the 

boudoir.   

And yet something is off: is it a form of melancholy perhaps? A mental fog or 

illness? Maybe insomnia or her diet?  She drinks a lot of milk; maybe it is dairy 
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consumption causing her sickness? Or a pesky lung infection?  Carol goes to doctors 

and psychiatrists during the first half of the film but nothing seems to make sense.  

She gets nose bleeds, she coughs uncontrollably while behind a garbage truck 

emitting exhaust, she throws up soon after tenderly embracing Greg, she has panic 

attacks at baby showers, she falls asleep on her recently-purchased couch and walks 

the grounds of her house in the middle of the night wearing only her sleeping 

clothes.  Carol’s behaviour is unusual and it is making the people around her 

nervous and concerned; and, as the extra-diegetic audience, we are uneasy watching 

her degrade and implode as well. 

With that said, Safe gives audiences more clues to work with than the 

characters get, as it pertains to deciphering what is wrong with Carol, and it 

becomes clearer when she goes to bed after watching a nature documentary on deep 

ecology, a form of philosophy (not science) that gained legitimate, researched 

traction in the 1990s.  According to Terence Ball, writing for the 2003 Environmental 

Encyclopedia, deep ecology is, “Human beings, like all lower creatures, exist within 

complex webs of interaction and interdependency.  If people insist on conquering, 

dominating, or merely managing nature for their own benefit or amusement, if 

people fail to recognize and appreciate the complex webs that hold and sustain 

them, they will degrade and eventually destroy the natural environment that 

sustains all life” (355).  Ball makes sure to mention that deep ecology is not a 

movement or science; rather it is an understanding that shallow ecology, which 

involves land development to the point of destruction of the Earth and its wildlife, 

will ultimately endanger “entire species of animals and plants, and proceeds on the 

assumption that nature has no intrinsic value, but only instrumental value for 

human beings” (356); and, this will be civilization’s downfall.  Much of the definition 

used here is coming from perceptions stemming from commentary coming out of 

the early 1970s.   
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Arne Naess, who coined the term deep ecology in 1973, defined it as different 

than shallow ecology in that one (shallow) “is concerned with fighting against 

pollution and resource depletion,” while the other (deep) touches “upon principles 

of diversity, complexity, autonomy, decentralization, symbiosis, egalitarianism, and 

classlessness” (1).  Because the definition is somewhat abstract, Naess continues by 

claiming deep ecology is a movement (unlike Ball’s understanding of the term), and 

this movement has seven comprehensive components to it that need addressing: we 

are all connected; some culling of the herd ecologically is acceptable; diversity and 

symbiosis help us all survive; there is no class structure; it is a movement that fights 

against pollution and resource depletion but do not forsake the totality of the 

ecosystem; there is complexity and not complication which favors division of labor 

rather than fragmentation; and we all have autonomy, which help us strengthen self-

government and our own mental health.  All of this form what Naess calls 

“ecosophical systems” that involve not only scientists in ecology but “many 

disciplines” and Earth-conscious individuals including “politics and active policy 

makers” (4). 

Running parallel to deep ecology during the early 1970s was feminism as an 

organized movement, which stemmed from academic scholarship produced in 

women’s studies and a fundamental need to recognize that men/masculinity oppress 

females/femininity (gender), and have uneven, arbitrary power dynamics where the 

men have control over the resources and “social goods,” while the women are 

unsymmetrically relegated “to subordinate positions in service of men’s interests 

and concerns” (884).  Over time, however, because of the diversity within the 

movement, feminism would break into multiple factions, including “liberal 

feminism,” “radical feminism,” “lesbian feminism,” and the primary focus of this 

essay, “ecofeminism,” which “links the patriarchal domination of woman [sic] with 

the exploitation of nature” (806), according Maina Chawla Singh in her New 

Dictionary of the History of Ideas entry entitled “Feminism: Overview.” Ecofeminists 
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challenge the patriarchy’s incessant need to control and destroy the environment 

and speak to how women are closer to nature than both men and other feminists 

(Littig 13).  As connected to Arne Naess, however, it cannot be underestimated how 

important ecofeminists were and still are as it pertains to their political 

“participation on a national and international level” (Littig 20) in the creation of 

environmental policy: “Women have thus been appointed as collective subjects of 

change” (Littig 27). 

Since the 1970s, ecofeminism, as relevant as it still is almost fifty years later, 

has adjusted to contemporary times in that there are now multiple understandings 

of what the definition of a woman is as well differing perspectives as to what human 

beings need to save Earth’s resources; so, the movement has now morphed into a 

multi-dimensional conglomerate of various factions with various agendas.  The 

movement, in other words, was and is fluid, plastic, and adaptable to the times.  

Circling back to the subject of this essay, the film Safe was distributed in 1995, and it 

was in this decade where the “first major practical impact of ecofeminist thinking 

was felt in the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

(UNCED)which women's environmental organizations had lobbied for women's and 

environmental rights to be considered in tandem. This, and the 1995 4th Women's 

Conference in Beijing, agreed for the first time that women's rights and 

environmental rights could not be disentangled” (Buckingham (845).  The UNCED 

conference was also called the United Nations Earth Summit, and it is at this summit 

“Agenda 21” was introduced and a global partnership was formed to fulfil the basic 

needs of all people living on Earth.  This agenda attempted to improve living 

standards for all, better protect ecosystems, and provide a safer and more 

prosperous future, as well ensure financial resources would be provided to 

accomplish this agenda (3).  The Women’s Action Agenda as delivered and 

discussed by the Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), 

created in 1991 by Bella Abzug and MimKebler, was a way to ensure the conference 
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was gender-balanced and showed that women can be a united front against a very 

significant cause such as environmental development (Allison, “Ecofeminism and 

Global Environmental Politics”). Also, in the 1990s, up until approximately 1997, the 

academy was seeing more books and peer-reviewed articles published about 

ecofeminism, and much of the information spoke about tangible, concrete 

interactions with nature and how activists were starting to engage with women 

again, most of whom were poor, women of colour, or indigenous (Allison, 

“Ecofeminism and Global Environmental Politics”).  

 What makes Safe a fascinating anomaly for the time period is that, although it 

speaks to how women are negatively and sometimes physically affected by 

environmental changes and shifts, it is not a film about a marginalized woman.  

Todd Haynes’ film is about an upper-class White woman living in an affluent 

community among well-to-do neighbours who progressively Otherize her to the 

point where she becomes marginalized by said community; in other words, her 

illness, which is consistently viewed throughout the film as psychological by those 

around her, including her oblivious and ineffective husband, makes her a 

neighbourhood pariah, an outsider who is trying to enter an elite club filled with 

“normal” people, people who are not sick.  Carol White (a very intentional last name 

choice) is becoming a part of what Lisa Lynch calls an illness community which 

addresses “the concerns of those who suffer from diseases as diverse as fibromyalgia 

and DES-related cancer” (203).  Coming out the HIV/AIDS epidemic of the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, these communities can “have formal structures, outreach programs 

and development offices” or “are informal and issue-oriented” (203).  Soon after 

Carol has an idea as to what may be wrong with her, that she is having severe 

allergic reactions to the environment around her, an environment filled with 

poisonous toxins, chemical smells, and thick pollution, she begins her journey to 

becoming a part of one of these illness communities.  What makes this type of illness 

community unique is that it is not taken as seriously as other communities; the film, 
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in a way, ahead of its time in that it is a commentary on how mental illness was 

treated, or not treated, in the 1990s.  Today, and most especially since the beginning 

of the pandemic, mental illness and those that have some form of it, are treated with 

more respect and understanding, even if resources are sparce.  In the 1990s, 

however, according to M. Gregg Bloche and Francine Cournos in their article 

“Mental Health Policy for the 1990s: Tinkering in the Interstices,” American mental 

health policies since the 1980s were failing “this group abysmally” (387).  They 

continue:   

For the chronically and disabled mentally ill, the overall picture of policy today is 

a chaotic patchwork of short-term inpatient units in government and private 

hospitals (oriented toward acute psychotic decompensations); inadequate 

outpatient psychiatric care provided by poorly coordinated clinics operated by 

states, local government bodies, and myriad for-profit and voluntary entities; and 

a fragmented assortment of entitlement programs, each with its own bureaucratic 

hurdles.  (398) 

Bloche and Cournos conclude that policies do not consider empathy.  Rather the 

policies and those that pen them are emotionally disconnected from those people 

who need the assistance most, and state and federal officials are not willing to 

compromise to ensure these individuals are getting the crucial help needed to 

literally survive.  Ultimately, the authors are cautiously optimistic when they say 

that “some good can be accomplished,” (408), but they recognize that because of all 

the issues surrounding this illness community and the lack of funding and resources, 

the likelihood of change is minimal.  Carol White is a physical representation of 

what Bloche and Cournos are speaking about.  Will she get the help that she needs to 

ensure her mental and physical health is being worked on?  Or can she get access to 

that help, even with the amount of money her husband seems to have?  Does the 

lack of proper policies and understanding of those with mental health issues hinder 

one’s ability to be successful, to be at some level of peace?  

 With this said, Carol is being mentally affected by what is clearly, at least 

from the audience’s perspective, a physical ailment, what is called in the film an 
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“environmental illness.”  Carol’s mental health is fragile, but that fragility is not 

caused by “mental illness.”  It is caused by those around her who are placing mental 

illness upon her because that is the easiest answer to what is much more complex 

and almost unexplainable issue.  Carol and a group of people, one of which is 

wearing a painter’s mask which seems all too close to home, knowing what our 

current situation is, are watching a video of man asking the question: “Are you 

allergic to the 20th century?”  The man speaks this question out-loud after seeing it 

on screen and after we hear examples of what we have already seen in prior 

moments throughout the film: Carol’s insomnia, her sporadic and rapid emotional 

outbursts, her forgetfulness, her losing her breath to the point of becoming 

speechless, etc.  All these visuals give the audience an indication that she, indeed, 

has environmental illness; these visuals, along with a key moment in the film where 

she goes to get allergy tests and starts to hyperventilate after the doctor gives her a 

shot of milk in her arm.  Carol becomes quite spastic, red in the face.  She starts 

wheezing, her tongue starts to swell, she is virtually rendered immobile.  She loses 

control of her own body, and it is because she is extremely connected to 

environment that this takes place.  The Earth, and what it provides both naturally 

and artificially, makes her react negatively but it shows how connected one person 

can be to his or her or their surroundings.   

Carol’s lack of physical control over her own body is also important in that it 

is beholden to the sickness, to the environment; her body is dependent on what the 

Earth is doing, but also on what we are doing to the Earth.  Val Plumwood in her 

book Feminism and the Mastery of Nature speaks regularly about oppression and 

inferiorization and how it is embedded in deep ecology and social ecology, that the 

perception women are one with nature can in-and-of itself be oppressive, because “it 

constitutes the dynamic behind much of the treatment of both women and nature in 

contemporary society” (21).  That dynamic is both about women’s passivity and 

“exclusion and domination…by a white, largely male elite” that follow a “master 
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model,” which is perceived as a “human model” (23).  Masculinity is connected to 

being human, while femininity is connected to nature, thus masculinity has control 

over femininity and becomes the dominant, rational, productive force over the 

submissive, irrational, stagnant entity: survival of the fittest and the fittest is the 

masculine.  Carol becomes more and more ill as the film progresses but from the 

beginning, she is relegated to the role of the submissive and oppressed.  As Dennis 

Lim suggests, “Pale, frail Carol White, with her girlish squeak of a voice, can barely 

complete a sentence.  Every utterance, in her meek Valley upspeak, registers a 

question, or an admission of her own uncertain place in the world” (“Safe: No Where 

to Hide”).  Lim goes on to call her self-effacing nature “to the point of invisibility” 

and speaks about her as “a void of a protagonist” (“Safe: No Where to Hide”).  One 

can say she was ill prior to her physical illness because of the way she is perceived 

by her husband, the other wives, and those outside of the illness community she was 

becoming a member of; the physical illness was a result of her figurative entrapment, 

which has been an issue for decades and decades.   

As of this writing, the once Constitutional right of women to choose between 

themselves and their unborn fetuses has been overturned and discontinued by the 

Supreme Court and is now left up to the States to figure out.  In a 98-page initial 

draft written by Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito, in the case of Dobbs vs. Jackson 

Women’s Health Organization, most Justices agree to the claim abortion is “profound 

moral issue” (1) that should be decided and “return[ed]…to the people’s elected 

representatives” (6).  Since early February, thirteen states enacted what are called 

“trigger laws” to ban virtually all abortions; many of these states, however, currently 

have provisions for rape, incest, an/or to save the life of the mother.  With that said, 

there has been much discussion about how far these State laws and lawmakers can 

go to ensure a woman’s choice is completely denied.  An op-ed, written by Jocelyn 

Viterna for the Los Angeles Times, speaks about how in El Salvador a strict ban was 

implemented in 1998, which criminalized all abortions: 
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Tragic attempts to preserve both lives under El Salvador’s abortion ban give a 

glimpse into what the U.S. can now expect. By overturning Roe, the Supreme 

Court opened the door for states to investigate and prosecute doctors who 

interrupt pregnancies, even in situations where abortion is the only available 

treatment for their patient. This creates a legal landscape that incentivizes 

healthcare providers to delay or withhold needed medical care, in a way that 

exception carve-outs cannot prevent.  (“Op-Ed: Abortion Ban ‘Exceptions’ Cannot 

Protect Life”) 

Although extreme, what is happening in El Salvador is not impossible in the United 

States, at least in some of the states where trigger laws took affect within hours of the 

Supreme Court decision to overturn Roe vs. Wade.  The questions are: Is abortion a 

“profound moral issue?”  Or, is abortion a “profound medical issue?”  What is a 

“profound medical issue?”  Is physical health more important than mental health?  

What is an illness?   

 Even if Safe is not about abortion and women’s choice, it does speak to the 

issues surrounding women’s health and attempts to answer the questions above 

from an ecofeminist perspective.  Safe is about an oppressed woman who lives in a 

mistreated patriarchal world, which ultimately is making its population sick and 

tired.  The question Safe also tries to answer is: How do the oppressed get away from 

their oppressors?  Carol goes to meetings throughout the film to learn more about 

herself and what she can tolerate.  We see her go to meetings and retreats where she 

is told she needs to go to a safe place to make herself “clear” of all the toxins around 

her; she listens to conversations that other ill women have; she learns about what her 

“load” is, meaning she has to learn how much she can handle.  Carol has to fast and 

learn more about the foods she is ingesting, and it is up to her “to find them.”  After 

suffering a seizure at her dry cleaners, while watching television from her hospital 

bed, Carol finds a commercial for Wrenwood, a place that provides individualized 

care for those that are sick with unique sicknesses.  Wrenwood is yet another 

tangible manifestation of the illness community and it there where these individuals 

focus on “personal growth” and “self-realization.”  They leave the world of 

judgment behind and focus on environmentalism and holistic study; they leave 
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drugs and sex behind to focus on multiculturalism and how they connect to the 

world in love and respect for one another.  And, they do this to ensure they are safe, 

which is what we all desire: safe from chemicals, safe from negative thoughts, safe 

from oppressors.  What they learn is, in the long run, all they have is themselves; 

and, by the end of the film, Carol is well aware of who she has become and who she 

now is: a member of the illness community, whether the outside world believes it or 

not, whether her doctor believes it or not, whether her family and friends believe it 

or not. We are unsure if she completely accepting of herself when she stares at the 

camera just before the credits roll, but her experience at Wrenwood was a start.  She 

made the conscious choice to take over her own life, to get out of her figurative 

shackles, and to live life as “clearly” as possible to ensure her own safety.  

 Safe, generally speaks to how unequally women are treated and specifically 

how that mistreatment can bring about a great deal of suffering and illness and 

death, whether physical or emotional.  In that way it is prophetic: ecofeminism, as 

significant as it is, still has yet to completely change both the environment and how 

we treat it; and, how women are treated within the environment that, in all honesty, 

we all are one with.  Women have the right to live safely in their own environment, 

and they should have the right to choose how they live that life to ensure that they 

are healthy, happy, and hopeful.   
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