
a civil action book summary
a civil action book summary provides a detailed overview of Jonathan Harr’s acclaimed
nonfiction work that explores the complexities of a landmark environmental lawsuit. This
book delves into the intricate legal battle between a group of families in Woburn,
Massachusetts, and two large corporations accused of contaminating the local water
supply. Through meticulous narrative and investigative journalism, the book highlights the
challenges of civil litigation, the ethical dilemmas faced by attorneys, and the impact of
environmental negligence on public health. Readers gain insight into the legal strategies,
courtroom drama, and human stories behind the case, making the book a significant study
in environmental law and civil justice. This summary will cover the background of the case,
key characters, major legal themes, and the broader implications of the lawsuit. The
following table of contents outlines the main sections of this comprehensive a civil action
book summary.

Background and Context of the Case

Main Characters and Their Roles

Legal Proceedings and Courtroom Dynamics

Environmental and Public Health Issues

Themes and Legal Significance

Impact and Legacy of the Case

Background and Context of the Case
The foundation of this civil action book summary lies in the real-life environmental lawsuit
filed in the 1980s concerning water contamination in Woburn, Massachusetts. Residents
discovered that their local water supply was polluted with toxic chemicals, primarily
trichloroethylene (TCE) and other solvents, which were linked to a cluster of leukemia cases
in children. The plaintiffs accused two major corporations, W.R. Grace and Beatrice Foods,
of contaminating the wells through improper chemical disposal. The case is set against the
backdrop of increasing public awareness of environmental hazards and the emerging field
of environmental law. The book outlines the legal, social, and scientific challenges involved
in proving corporate liability for environmental damage in a civil court setting.

Historical and Environmental Setting
Woburn, a small industrial city, had relied on local wells for its water supply for decades.
The contamination became apparent after health officials noticed an unusual number of
cancer cases among children in the area. The book explains how the environmental



conditions and industrial activities converged to create a public health crisis. It also
discusses the regulatory environment of the time, which lacked stringent enforcement
mechanisms for hazardous waste disposal.

Legal Framework for Environmental Litigation
This section of the summary highlights the legal basis for the lawsuit under civil law,
including negligence, liability, and damages. The plaintiffs sought compensation for medical
expenses, pain and suffering, and the costs of providing safe drinking water. The book
details the procedural complexities of environmental lawsuits, such as gathering scientific
evidence, expert testimony, and navigating federal and state regulations.

Main Characters and Their Roles
The narrative centers on several key individuals whose efforts and conflicts drive the story.
Understanding these characters is crucial to grasping the human dimension of the legal
battle presented in the civil action book summary.

Jan Schlichtmann – The Plaintiffs’ Attorney
Jan Schlichtmann is portrayed as a passionate and determined lawyer who takes on the
case despite its daunting challenges. His journey illustrates the emotional and financial toll
of complex litigation. The book captures his evolving strategy, personal sacrifices, and
ethical struggles as he seeks justice for the affected families.

The Plaintiffs – Woburn Families
The families affected by the contamination are central to the story, representing the human
cost of environmental negligence. Their testimonies and experiences provide a poignant
backdrop for the legal proceedings, emphasizing the stakes involved beyond monetary
compensation.

Corporate Defendants and Legal Defense
The corporations involved mount a vigorous defense, challenging the scientific evidence
and legal claims. Their legal teams employ various tactics to delay proceedings and
minimize liability. The book explores their motivations and the broader implications of
corporate accountability.

Legal Proceedings and Courtroom Dynamics
The civil action book summary provides an in-depth look at the litigation process, from filing
the suit to trial and settlement discussions. It highlights the procedural hurdles and



strategic maneuvers that shape the case’s trajectory.

Pre-Trial Discovery and Evidence Gathering
This phase involves extensive collection of documents, depositions, and expert analyses.
The book details how both sides investigate the contamination, relying on scientific data,
witness interviews, and regulatory reports to build their cases.

Trial and Courtroom Strategies
The courtroom scenes reveal the adversarial nature of civil litigation, with dramatic cross-
examinations and expert testimonies. The book captures the complexity of explaining
scientific evidence to judges and juries and the importance of persuasive advocacy.

Settlement Attempts and Outcomes
Throughout the proceedings, settlement negotiations play a crucial role. The book
discusses the financial and emotional pressures that influence decisions to settle or
proceed to trial, illustrating the often-complicated resolution process in civil actions.

Environmental and Public Health Issues
The contamination at the heart of the lawsuit raises critical questions about environmental
protection and public health safeguards. This section of the civil action book summary
explores these issues in detail.

Chemical Contaminants and Their Effects
The pollutants identified in Woburn’s water supply include carcinogenic solvents linked to
serious illnesses. The book explains the nature of these chemicals, their sources, and their
documented health impacts, grounding the legal case in scientific reality.

Regulatory Challenges and Government Role
Government agencies’ responses to the contamination are analyzed, highlighting gaps in
regulation and enforcement. The book critiques regulatory frameworks and discusses
reforms prompted by cases like this one.

Community Impact and Awareness
The residents’ plight brought national attention to environmental hazards and community
rights. The book emphasizes the role of public awareness and activism in driving legal and



policy changes.

Themes and Legal Significance
This civil action book summary identifies the major themes and legal principles that make
the case a landmark in environmental law and civil litigation.

Justice and Accountability
The pursuit of justice against powerful corporate interests is a central theme. The book
examines how the legal system addresses—or sometimes fails to address—environmental
harm and corporate responsibility.

Complexity of Environmental Litigation
The narrative illustrates the difficulties inherent in such cases, including proving causation,
overcoming scientific uncertainty, and managing prolonged legal battles.

Ethics and Legal Practice
The personal and professional challenges faced by attorneys highlight ethical
considerations in civil litigation, such as client advocacy, financial risk, and moral
responsibility.

Impact and Legacy of the Case
The outcomes of the Woburn case resonate beyond the courtroom, influencing
environmental law, public policy, and public consciousness. This section discusses the
broader legacy reflected in the civil action book summary.

Legal Precedents and Environmental Policy
The case contributed to heightened regulatory scrutiny and helped shape legal standards
for environmental contamination and corporate liability.

Public Awareness and Advocacy
The story inspired increased community activism and awareness about environmental
issues, emphasizing the power of litigation to effect social change.



Influence on Literature and Media
Beyond its legal significance, the case has been depicted in books, films, and
documentaries, underscoring its cultural impact and the enduring relevance of
environmental justice.

Key Takeaways from the Civil Action Book
Summary

Environmental contamination can have profound health and legal consequences for
communities.

Civil litigation is a complex and demanding process requiring extensive evidence and
legal expertise.

Corporate accountability in environmental cases faces significant challenges but is
essential for justice.

Legal battles often involve deep ethical and personal struggles for all parties involved.

Cases like Woburn’s influence environmental policy and public awareness on a
national scale.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'A Civil Action'?
'A Civil Action' primarily explores the theme of environmental justice, focusing on the legal
battle over contaminated water that caused health issues in a community.

Who is the author of 'A Civil Action' and what is the
book about?
The author of 'A Civil Action' is Jonathan Harr. The book is a non-fiction account of a water
contamination case in Woburn, Massachusetts, involving lawsuits against companies
accused of polluting the local water supply.

What legal case is detailed in 'A Civil Action'?
'A Civil Action' details the lawsuit Anderson v. Cryovac, where families in Woburn sued two
large corporations for contaminating the town’s water and causing leukemia and other
illnesses.



How does 'A Civil Action' portray the challenges faced
by plaintiffs in environmental lawsuits?
The book highlights the financial, emotional, and legal difficulties plaintiffs face, including
expensive litigation, complex scientific evidence, and the struggle against powerful
corporations.

What role does the main lawyer, Jan Schlichtmann, play
in 'A Civil Action'?
Jan Schlichtmann is the lead attorney who takes on the case. The book follows his
transformation from a profit-driven lawyer to a committed advocate for the affected
families.

What is the significance of 'A Civil Action' in
environmental law literature?
'A Civil Action' is significant as it provides an in-depth, accessible look at environmental
litigation, illustrating the difficulties of proving corporate negligence and the impact on
communities.

Does 'A Civil Action' have a happy ending?
The ending is bittersweet; while some settlements were reached and awareness raised, the
case did not result in a clear-cut victory, highlighting the complexities of environmental
justice.

Has 'A Civil Action' been adapted into other media?
Yes, 'A Civil Action' was adapted into a film in 1998 starring John Travolta, which brought
wider attention to the environmental issues and legal struggles described in the book.

Additional Resources
1. A Civil Action by Jonathan Harr
This nonfiction book details a real-life environmental lawsuit in Woburn, Massachusetts. It
follows the legal battle between families affected by contaminated water and two large
corporations accused of pollution. The narrative explores the complexities of the legal
system, the struggles of the plaintiffs, and the persistence required in environmental law
cases.

2. The Devil's Candy: The Anatomy Of A Murder Trial by Gerald Posner
This book offers an in-depth look at a murder trial, capturing the courtroom drama and legal
strategies involved. Like "A Civil Action," it provides insight into the intricacies of the legal
process and the human stories behind high-stakes litigation. It is a compelling read for
those interested in legal battles and justice.



3. Erin Brockovich: The True Story by Anthony Summers
This biography chronicles Erin Brockovich's fight against Pacific Gas and Electric Company
for contaminating a California town’s water supply. The book highlights grassroots legal
activism and the impact one determined individual can have on corporate accountability,
paralleling themes found in "A Civil Action."

4. Class Action: The Landmark Case That Changed Sexual Harassment Law by Clara
Bingham and Laura Leedy Gansler
This book tells the story of a pivotal class-action lawsuit that reshaped workplace sexual
harassment laws in the United States. It explores the legal challenges, societal implications,
and the courage of plaintiffs who took on powerful corporations, much like the
environmental case in "A Civil Action."

5. And the Band Played On: Politics, People, and the AIDS Epidemic by Randy Shilts
While focused on the AIDS epidemic, this investigative work reveals how legal, political, and
social battles intersect in public health crises. The book shares themes of systemic struggle
and advocacy found in "A Civil Action," emphasizing the fight for justice in the face of
institutional inertia.

6. Silent Spring by Rachel Carson
A groundbreaking environmental science book that exposed the dangers of pesticide use,
leading to policy changes and increased environmental awareness. Its influence on
environmental law and activism connects closely with the themes presented in "A Civil
Action," particularly regarding corporate environmental responsibility.

7. Devil in the Grove: Thurgood Marshall, the Groveland Boys, and the Dawn of a New
America by Gilbert King
This Pulitzer Prize-winning book recounts a landmark civil rights legal case in Florida during
the 1940s. It highlights the power of the legal system to confront injustice, echoing the
perseverance and legal complexities showcased in "A Civil Action."

8. Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption by Bryan Stevenson
An inspiring memoir by a lawyer who founded the Equal Justice Initiative, focusing on
wrongful convictions and systemic injustice in the American legal system. The book shares
a commitment to legal advocacy and fighting for marginalized individuals, resonating with
the themes of perseverance and justice in "A Civil Action."

9. The Oath: The Obama White House and the Supreme Court by Jeffrey Toobin
This book examines the interactions between the Obama administration and the Supreme
Court, providing insights into high-level legal battles and policy-making. It offers a broader
perspective on how legal decisions impact society, complementing the themes of law and
justice explored in "A Civil Action."
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  a civil action book summary: A Civil Action Jonathan Harr, 1996-08-27 #1 NATIONAL
BESTSELLER • NATIONAL BOOK CRITICS CIRCLE AWARD WINNER • The true story of one man
so determined to take down two of the nation's largest corporations accused of killing children from
water contamination that he risks losing everything. The legal thriller of the decade. —Cleveland
Plain Dealer Described as “a page-turner filled with greed, duplicity, heartache, and bare-knuckle
legal brinksmanship by The New York Times, A Civil Action is the searing, compelling tale of a legal
system gone awry—one in which greed and power fight an unending struggle against justice. Yet it
is also the story of how one man can ultimately make a difference. Representing the bereaved
parents, the unlikeliest of heroes emerges: a young, flamboyant Porsche-driving lawyer who hopes to
win millions of dollars and ends up nearly losing everything, including his sanity. With an
unstoppable narrative power reminiscent of Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, A Civil Action is an
unforgettable reading experience that will leave the reader both shocked and enlightened. A Civil
Action was made into a movie starring John Travolta and Robert Duvall.
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Harr's A Civil Action is a nonfiction account of the legal case between several families in Woburn,
Massachusetts, and two corporations, Beatrice Foods and W.R. Grace.When the book begins, a
young boy named Jimmy Anderson gets sick. His mother, Anne Anderson, believes it is just a cold.
Jimmy's condition rapidly deteriorates, however, and soon he is diagnosed with leukemia.
Approximately the first quarter of the book presents the backstory of the Andersons and several
other Woburn families whose children are stricken with leukemia. The cases all occur within a
relatively small neighborhood, an uncanny coincidence that leads Anne to seek legal
representation.She and the other families with sick children enlist the services of a lawyer named
Jan Schlichtmann, who puts together the lawsuit that will try the two corporations for poisoning the
groundwater that would spread hazardous chemicals into the water supply that led to the Woburn
neighborhood in question. Schlichtmann is an obsessive, odd figure. He believes in a grand destiny
for himself, which is what leads him to take the case, a case that few other lawyers would even
consider, given the enormity of its size and the difficulty in proving the link between the chemicals
and the cluster of leukemia cases...
  a civil action book summary: Summary Of A Civil Action Emilie Perly, 2020-09-11 Jonathan
Harr's A Civil Action is a nonfiction account of the legal case between several families in Woburn,
Massachusetts, and two corporations, Beatrice Foods and W.R. Grace.When the book begins, a
young boy named Jimmy Anderson gets sick. His mother, Anne Anderson, believes it is just a cold.
Jimmy's condition rapidly deteriorates, however, and soon he is diagnosed with leukemia.
Approximately the first quarter of the book presents the backstory of the Andersons and several
other Woburn families whose children are stricken with leukemia. The cases all occur within a
relatively small neighborhood, an uncanny coincidence that leads Anne to seek legal
representation.She and the other families with sick children enlist the services of a lawyer named
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neighborhood in question. Schlichtmann is an obsessive, odd figure. He believes in a grand destiny
for himself, which is what leads him to take the case, a case that few other lawyers would even
consider, given the enormity of its size and the difficulty in proving the link between the chemicals
and the cluster of leukemia cases.
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Shephard Garland, James Cockcroft, Lucius Polk McGehee, Charles Porterfield, 1904
  a civil action book summary: Freedom of Information Act Source Book: Legislative Materials,
Cases, Articles United States. Congress. Senate. Committee on the Judiciary. Subcommittee on
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Willoughby, John Archibald Fairlie, Frederic Austin Ogg, 1915 American Political Science Review



(APSR) is the longest running publication of the American Political Science Association (APSA). It
features research from all fields of political science and contains an extensive book review section of
the discipline.
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  a civil action book summary: The Contemporary Review , 1878
  a civil action book summary: Report of the First[-thirty-first] Annual Meeting of the
Virginia State Bar Association Virginia Bar Association, Virginia State Bar Association, 1891
  a civil action book summary: Clearinghouse Review , 1992
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the High Court of Justice William Blake Odgers, 1906
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Actions in the High Court of Justice William Blake Odgers, Great Britain. High Court of Justice, 1900
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