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Leonardo DiCaprio, movie star, stares out from the cover of 
the May 2007 issue of Vanity Fair. He looks both serious and 
sad. He’s wearing a black parka and crampons, perfect for 
exploring the icy wilderness around him. The ice at DiCaprio’s 
feet is melting, and nearby sits a baby polar bear, looking up at 
him as would an adoring fan. The polar bear also looks sad.

THE GREEN ISSUES OF VANITY FAIR
So begins the second annual “Green Issue” of Vanity Fair, 

the high-flying magazine’s ambitious, in-your-face attempt to 
convince its readership that climate change, sustainability, and 
greenhouse gases are of critical and immediate concern. A quote 
from Theodore Roosevelt in tiny, filigreed typeface fades into the 
melting ice almost like an editor’s afterthought: “The conservation 
of natural resources is the fundamental problem. Unless we solve 
that problem it will avail us little to solve all others.”

It’s clear that the magazine’s marketing department (one that 
boasts of a total audience of 6.3 million for Vanity Fair and 
readers with an average income of $72,3031) believed that a 
photo of DiCaprio, not a quote from Roosevelt, and certainly 
neither photographs nor words from the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, would sell magazines. 

The more important marketing question should be: Can Hol-
lywood celebrities sell to the masses the need for urgent action 
on the environmental problems that we face?

CELEBRITY ACTIVISTS: THE PROS
The easy, superficial answer to whether Hollywood can sell 

the need for urgent action would be “Yes, of course!” One can 
reach that conclusion simply by looking at the apparently suc-
cessful advertising and marketing strategies featuring celebrities 
currently underway. 

Toyota, for example, has credited movie stars Cameron Diaz 
and Tim Robbins as the perhaps unintentional leaders of the Prius 
movement after the two showed up at the 2003 Academy Awards 
in separate Prius hybrids. A Toyota communications executive 
told the San Francisco Chronicle that such a happening was “the 
kind of advertising that money could never buy.”2

Vanity Fair, the magazine that once featured a very pregnant 
and nude Demi Moore on its cover, would certainly agree that 
celebrities have the power to influence. When the first green 
issue hit the newsstands in May 2006, it featured on the cover 
not a scientist who had done research on global warming or 
an unknown environmental activist but Julia Roberts, George 
Clooney, Al Gore, and Robert Kennedy, Jr., all wearing shades 
of green. Breathless environmental coverage gushed that this  
edition proved that environmentalism was super cool and that 
green was glam3. The Toronto Sun punned that global warming 
was suddenly hot4, and the Denver Post noted that the first green 
issue helped to signal a “tipping point” in America’s grasp of 
global warming5. The movement has been labeled a “bandwag-
oneering social change” by New York magazine6. The Hartford 
Courant opined that “[g]reen is the new black” and “[e]co is chic” 
and “eco consciousness has the stamp of hip,” attributing the 
trend in part to “celebrities like Leo DeCaprio.”7

Suddenly, and perhaps thanks in part to the linking of celeb-
rity and cause in Vanity Fair, “melting ice caps” were “way hot-
ter” than any other social movement in Tinseltown, according to 
Defamer, a celebrity-watch Web site.8 A Good Morning America 
report credited “a young, elite, and very sexy group” of celebri-
ties as the power behind the new movement.9 
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Even Women’s Wear Daily acknowledged the celebrity push 
behind the green movement, writing that “green giants” like 
DiCaprio were using “their celebrity status to keep the environ-
ment high on everyone’s agenda.”10

AND CONS
But not all that’s Tinsel turns to gold. Not everyone is impressed 

when a major Hollywood star speaks out on a social issue.
And, sure enough, the sniping about celebrities started almost 

immediately upon the publication of Vanity Fair’s green issues. 
Some questioned the celebrities’ true motivation, believing it to 
be publicity-driven, while others suggested that celebrities say 
one thing and do another. In October 2006, celebrity news Web 
site TMZ.com featured a story titled “Celebs who claim they’re 
green but guzzle gas.”11 Julia Roberts recycles plastic bags and 
drinks from a reusable coffee cup? George Clooney drives an 
electric car? That’s not enough!

A green-inspired Internet poster on the Grist environmental 
news site called this particular celebrity cause “superficial green-
ness.”12 A contributor to the Washington Times went further, sug-
gesting that the “cute faces” of DiCaprio and the polar cub merely 
covered “enough journalistic toxic waste to put Love Canal to 
shame.”13 The National Review called DiCaprio an “eco-porn 
centerfold,” and wondered if the cover shot had “more to do 
with celebrity and V.F.’s own corporate desire for profit” than 
environmentalism.14

Not only are journalists skeptical, even the general public seems 
wary of the “fakeness factor.” After all, they don’t call Hollywood 
“Silicone Valley” (a pun on Silicon Valley) for nothing. In June 
2007, the Washington Post asked its readers, “Do Hollywood star-
activists help bring attention to global problems, or do they get 
in the way of those who know what they’re doing?”15 While most 
readers were somewhat supportive and found such celebrity 
work mostly harmless, others responded that they viewed celeb-
rity causes with great skepticism, writing that they rolled their 
eyes after hearing about celebrities’ new causes. Some found 
them “comical” or wondered about the true motivation behind a 
celebrity’s philanthropic work.

This brings us back to the photograph on the cover of the sec-
ond Vanity Fair green issue, featuring Leonardo DiCaprio and the 
little polar bear cub. It turns out that the cover itself is not what it 
seems. As Vanity Fair editors explained in the magazine’s short 
“On the Cover” feature (p. 18): “Knut, the cub on our cover, was 
born in the Berlin Zoo. We brought him together with Leonardo 
DiCaprio the only way we could, in a photomontage.” Vanity 

Fair then acknowledged that “there are no polar bears in Ice-
land” where Annie Leibovitz shot the pictures of DiCaprio on 
melting ice, but, it warned, in a seemingly desperate attempt to 
link polar bear and celebrity, that “[i]f current trends continue, 
there won’t be any [polar bears left] in Canada either.”

SCIENCE AND CELEBRITY: A HAPPY ENDING?
Not as many commentators took smirking advantage of this 

photomontage as one might think, and that in itself may forecast 
a coming change in the way some skeptics view celebrity envi-
ronmentalism. Could it be that the old Hollywood adage that any 
publicity is good publicity also applies to problems that scientists 
care about?

Reverend Richard Cizik of the National Association of Evan-
gelicals is credited in the first Vanity Fair green issue with 
turning the religious right on to global warming concerns 
through Biblical references.16 Cizik told the Los Angeles Times 
that many celebrities are now rightly moving beyond partisan 
politics and are, instead, “reaching out to tell a vital story.” 
He suggested that even skeptical conservatives will listen to 
those stories.17

In the end, celebrities probably won’t play a particularly pow-
erful role in Earth’s future. They can only do so much, with lim-
ited scientific knowledge and typical Hollywood shooting sched-
ules. But they may influence many others to care, and that could 
lead to powerful changes.

Just about the time the second Vanity Fair green issue hit mail-
boxes and newsstands, a poll taken by the Washington Post, ABC 
News, and Stanford University showed that one-third of Americans 
believe that global warming is the most important environmental 
problem facing the world today, more than double from the year 
before, and that seven people out of ten surveyed believe that 
the federal government should take more action to help sustain 
the environment.18

Whether this change in opinion is due to the diligent and care-
ful work of scientists, to Al Gore and An Inconvenient Truth, or 
to input from Tinseltown stars remains an intriguing question. 
But it cannot be bad that this awareness is happening. The move-
ment just may continue if those movie stars who support the 
environment can stay out of the tabloids and move their green-
ness into publications that reach a wider audience.
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MULTIPLE HIRES IN CLIMATE SYSTEMS SCIENCE
The Jackson School is building a premier education and research program in Climate System Science. We seek scientists at the forefront of their disciplines
attracted to challenging areas of scholarship that require collaboration across disciplines and programs. We seek the expertise required to address fundamental
questions associated with a changing Earth system, including:

• What processes control the rates of change and variability of the climate system, including the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere, land surface, and biosphere? 
• Can we improve our ability to anticipate these changes and determine the potential impacts on society?    

Over the next three years, we will hire six or more faculty and scientists who complement our growing strengths. We will hire individuals who will enable us to
build a comprehensive climate program and who will make fundamental advances in our understanding of the climate system. These areas include, but are not
limited to:

• Improved modeling of the Earth system, specifically including ice sheets, the global carbon cycle, and interaction between the components 
of the Earth system.

• Enhanced observation of the Earth system, including remote sensing of Earth-surface processes and components.
• Greater capability to utilize geologic archives to understand climate change, including paleoclimatology, paleoceanography, and paleobiology.
• Improved ability to link climate and hydrology, particularly at the basin-to-continent scale. 
• Increased strengths in atmospheric dynamics and physical oceanography.
• Increased ability to understand variability and quantify uncertainties, including statistical climatology.
• Greater capability to address societal impacts and vulnerability, including adaptation and mitigation. 

We encourage applications from innovative scientists in other areas that are related to climate system science. 

MULTIPLE HIRES IN ENERGY—SCIENCE, ENVIRONMENT, AND POLICY RESEARCH
The Jackson School is building a premier education and research program in Energy—Science, Environment and Policy Research. We seek scientists at the 
forefront of their disciplines attracted to challenging areas of scholarship that require collaboration across disciplines and programs. We seek to address 
compelling questions within the broad theme of determining how we can create an energy future that is sustainable and environmentally and economically
robust. These questions include, but are not limited to:

• How can we integrate classically separated disciplines (geomechanics, geochemistry, tectonics, stratigraphy, petrophysics, geophysical imaging, 
regional/basin scale studies) to advance interrelationships at the forefront of energy and environmental science? 

• How do fluid-rock interactions and the interplay between mechanical and chemical processes influence fluid flow and storage in the subsurface? 
• How can we improve identification and recovery of energy resources by comprehensive integration of information at all scales, integrated numerical 

modeling, and innovative automated and continuous monitoring? 
• Can we solve the compelling environmental issues associated with the extraction and use of fossil fuel energy sources, including water and land use, 

and carbon sequestration? 
• Can we develop energy policies founded on solid scientific and engineering information and innovative approaches that will simultaneously promote 

environmental stewardship and energy security? 
Over the next three years we will hire six or more faculty and scientists who complement our existing strengths. We are interested in a wide variety of research
areas ranging from rock/fluid systems, subsurface sensing, tectono-stratigraphy, carbon management, energy economics and policy, basin-scale analysis and
modeling, and resource and reserve geoinformatics. We also encourage applications from innovative scientists in other areas related to energy—science, 
environment and policy.

C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D  O F  G E O S C I E N C E S

Opportunities exist at any level, can include cluster hires, and can be within or in combination with any Jackson School Unit—the Department of 
Geological Sciences, the Bureau of Economic Geology, or the Institute for Geophysics. The schedule of appointment is also negotiable.

For more information on the school and its hiring program visit us online at www.jsg.utexas.edu/hiring.

Ph.D. is minimum requirement for application. Send inquiries and applications (cover letter, CV, list of publications, list of references, 
statements of teaching and/or research interests) to: Randal Okumura, Office of the Dean / Jackson School of Geosciences, 

The University of Texas at Austin / PO Box B, University Station / Austin, TX 78713 or jobs@jsg.utexas.edu. 
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