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  Praise for the Book


  “This book is both accessible and rigorous. Reading it will not only help you better understand the field of positive psychology, it could actually make you happier.”


  Tal Ben-Shahar, PhD, bestselling author of Happier and Being Happy; formerly teacher of the largest course at Harvard University –“Positive Psychology”


  “This almost impossibly impressive compendium has everything anyone would ever want to know about goodness, truth, and beauty in film, whether classic or contemporary, mainstream or indie, domestic or international. The second edition completely outdoes the first.”


  Dean Keith Simonton, Distinguished Professor of Psychology, University of California, Davis, CA; Author of Great Flicks and coeditor of The Social Science of Cinema


  “Positive Psychology at the Movies is true to the spirit of positive psychology. Psychologists have often focused on the negative effects of watching movies so it is refreshing to have the potential benefits of film celebrated so enthusiastically and inspirationally. Niemiec and Wedding do a splendid job of exploring hundreds of movies, both famous and obscure, that reflect those essential virtues, like courage, wisdom, and forgiveness, that characterize what Aristotle calls ‘the good life.’ This book can help readers see more of the possibilities in film and in life.”


  Stephen “Skip” Dine Young, PhD, Professor of Psychology at Hanover College, Hanover, IN; Author of Psychology at the Movies


  “Niemiec and Wedding are masterful in using positive psychology, one of the most influential movements of the 21st century, to guide our awareness and appreciation of films. The compelling VIA Classification, which highlights the salience of wisdom and knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence, enables the reader to more fully comprehend and learn from the movies and the strengths of the characters. Upon reading this outstanding book, scholars will be motivated to hone our understanding of the evidence-base for positive psychology and its practical applications, educators and clinicians will have a more powerful and meaningful guide for teaching students and clients about the value of this psychological perspective, and film watchers will be stimulated to engage in a process of personal growth so that they can flourish.”


  Nadine J. Kaslow, PhD, ABPP, President of the American Psychological Association (2014); Emory University School of Medicine, Atlanta, GA


  “This beautiful book is essential reading for anyone interested in films, human virtues, or positive psychology. Niemiec and Wedding’s new and expanded edition works on multiple levels. It is a researchbased, engaging introduction to positive psychology for students and professionals; a marvelous guide to using film as a tool for demonstrating and discussing key issues in virtues and character strengths; and a treasure-trove of new and wondrous movies to revisit and discover. The authors continue to be the leading voices for analyzing movies via a psychological research lens.”


  James C. Kaufman, PhD, Professor of Psychology and Director of the Learning Research Institute, California State University, San Bernardino, CA; President, American Psychological Association’s Division 10 (Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts)


  “Making movies is an art. Selecting and appraising movies that tell us what makes life worth living is a craft skillfully mastered by Ryan Niemiec and Danny Wedding in Positive Psychology at the Movies. In mastering this task, Niemiec and Wedding have integrated the oldest human attribute – storytelling – with the most popular contemporary pastime – movies. Their integration allows readers to spot the silver linings amid dark clouds, letting readers organically relate it to emotions, actions, habits, and attitudes that keep our spirits invigorated to be good to ourselves and others.”


  Tayyab Rashid, PhD, CPsych, Psychologist and Researcher, University of Toronto Scarborough, Canada




  In Memoriam


  Christopher Peterson (1950–2012)


  The world of positive psychology was shocked and saddened by the unexpected passing of one of positive psychology’s founders, Christopher Peterson.


  Not only do people resonate with Chris’s adage that summarized positive psychology – “Other people matter” – but we’ve found people universally knew and believed deeply that “Chris Peterson mattered.” We listen closely to how people talk about other people, and the truth is, there is not a single person in positive psychology we can think of who had more positive, grateful, and respectful comments made “behind his back” than Chris. This is true of scientists, scholars, practitioners, educators, students, and the general public. Chris affected them all, strongly. Perhaps a measure of how well we have influenced others is: What do people say about “who you are” behind your back?


  Chris Peterson was the leading figure in the world in character strengths research, following his leadership with Martin Seligman of a team of 55 scientists who created the groundbreaking VIA Classification, ushering in a new science of character and well-being. After that, positive psychology was forever changed. Chris was an accomplished researcher (one of the 100 most cited psychologists in the world), award-winning professor (he won the prestigious Golden Apple award for outstanding teaching at the University of Michigan), and successful author (Character Strengths and Virtues, 2004; A Primer in Positive Psychology, 2006; and Pursuing the Good Life, 2013).


  Chris, for one last, belated time, we want to say, for all that you have done for psychology, positive psychology, and the world: Thank you. You have a solid and meaningful place in history. Positive psychology will remember you fondly. Forever.




  Foreword to this Second Edition


  It is impossible to follow in the footsteps of a giant of positive psychology, Christopher Peterson, who wrote the foreword to the first edition of Positive Psychology at the Movies, but who sadly passed away in 2012. He coauthored the VIA Classification model of psychological strengths and virtues that is the driving conception behind this book.


  I will not attempt to replicate Chris’s unique insights and erudition in positive psychology, but will simply express my unconditional positive regard for this new edition that I have enjoyed immensely.


  This is the most important book about the movies of our times. Once read, you will never see movies the same way again. Few books about film are written by psychologists, and none with the insights and inspiration of Drs. Niemiec and Wedding. These docs know movies! Their popcorn bills must be enormous, but as they are positive psychologists, I assume their healthy exercise commitments are enormous too.


  The outstandingly unique feature of this book is that it is organized and conceptualized from a major psychological perspective – positive psychology, which provides a coherent conceptual lens for film analysis. Positive psychology is a highly popular contemporary perspective or movement that lends itself beautifully to filmic discussion, given its focus on such movie mantras as justice, courage, love, forgiveness, humor, leadership, and judgment, to mention but a few. There are few movies that cannot be considered from an enlightening positive psychology perspective. As a life-long lover of film, this volume has changed my viewing of the most creative visual art form of the past 100 years. I now look more closely at character as revealed, or not, in the movies I see. I now have many more avenues for understanding films than I did, and a much richer vocabulary with which to discuss them.


  Niemiec and Wedding intend this volume to be pedagogical, to teach us about character strengths and virtues and for us to learn to enhance these features in ourselves based on the film experience. Films as teachers, films as self-help, films as perspective challenging, films as catalysts in the struggles for self-understanding – they’re all here!


  The greatest struggle of our times is our confrontation with horror. The horror of violence, terror, torture, slaughter of the innocent, poverty, hopelessness, despair, and more. Our success in combating that horror has been mostly minimal, and movies have well-portrayed these failures. Positive psychology in the hands of Niemiec and Wedding offers hope in this confrontation, through positive psychology movies that can strengthen us in our attempts to make the world a better place and ourselves, of course, better people. We need such movies, and the blueprint this book offers.


  This volume is a remarkable manifesto on the meaning of movies and their contributions to a positive life. It raises sharply our psycholiteracy about film and at the same time advances a most positive agenda that all can embrace.


  Frank Farley, PhD


  L. H. Carnell Professor,


  Temple University, Philadelphia


  Former president, American Psychological


  Association; and the Society for Media


  Psychology and Technology;


  Society for the Psychology of Aesthetics,


  Creativity and the Arts; and


  Society for Humanistic Psychology


  June 2013




  Foreword to the First Edition


  My foray into positive psychology began in early 2000, when I answered a phone call from Martin Seligman. “What do you want to do with the rest of your life?” he asked. Momentarily surprised, I thought that – finally – I was going to hear a marriage proposal! But that did not seem plausible, so I asked about him about his family. All was well, he said, so I waited for the rest of the conversation. Seligman asked if I would be willing to relocate from the University of Michigan to the University of Pennsylvania and spend a few years working with him on a new initiative in positive psychology: describing, classifying, and measuring important strengths of character. I thought for a few seconds and then replied “Let’s make it happen.”


  Impulsive decisions can be terrible ones, but this particular one was the best decision of my professional life. Working in the field of positive psychology indeed appears to be how I will spend the rest of my days. What I am doing is pleasurable, engaging, and meaningful – the hat trick of happiness.


  Our project was supported by the Mayerson Foundation in Cincinnati, which created a nonprofit organization named the Values in Action (VIA) Institute (now called VIA Institute on Character). As the years have gone by, “VIA” has crept into common use with positive psychology circles. It refers of course to the Institute that continues to support and disseminate the work. It refers to the Institute’s website (www.viastrengths.org). It refers to the classification that Seligman and I created of 24 widely valued positive traits (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). VIA also refers to various assessment devices created by Nansook Park and me to measure the strengths in the classification: self-report surveys, interviews, informant reports, and content analysis schemes (Park & Peterson, 2006). To date, almost 1,000,000 people worldwide have completed our online VIA self-report surveys, usually in English but also in Spanish, Chinese, and German.


  Although an explicitly labeled positive psychology is but a decade old, it has matured enough to attract criticisms, among them the charge that positive psychology is nothing new. To be sure, the interests and goals of positive psychology long predated its christening, and a number of topics with sustained research lineages are now mainstays of this new field, e.g., giftedness, life satisfaction, and optimism. So is there really anything new here? I think so. “Positive psychology” is both novel and valuable as an umbrella term, an overarching perspective that allows previously separate lines of work within psychology to be seen as interrelated. “Positive psychology” is also novel and valuable as a psychological lens on topics that are central to the good life, about which psychology often has had too little to say.


  Positive Psychology at the Movies by Ryan Niemiec and Danny Wedding is a wonderful example of how positive psychology affords ways to make sense of movies that show what is best about people. Millions of us watch and rewatch movies, share and discuss them with our friends and family members, and feel inspired by their characters and their stories.


  I am flattered that Niemiec and Wedding found our VIA Classification useful enough to structure their book, and I will be sure in the future to cite Positive Psychology at the Movies as compelling validity evidence for the classification and more generally for the perspective of positive psychology.


  This is a good and smart book, but I trust that its authors will forgive me if I say that you should not read it in one or even a few sittings. That would be like reading a cookbook from cover to cover while never venturing into your kitchen. Rather, read a bit, and then stop and see some of the movies they discuss, familiar and unfamiliar. Use their insights to enrich your understanding and enjoyment, not only of the movies but of yourself.


  Christopher Peterson


  University of Michigan


  February 2008




  Preface


  This book is about character strengths – yours, ours, and those of the most important people in your life, as well as the people you pass in the street every day. It’s about spotting these strengths in yourself and in others. It’s about learning to use these strengths in a more balanced way to elicit greater well-being, deeper engagement with life, and better relationships. Movies are one way – and a good way – to get there.


  While we were writing this book, we were reminded of something that Nobel Laureate and physicist Sir William Bragg stated: “The important thing in science is not so much to obtain new facts as to discover new ways of thinking about them.” This book represents a new way of approaching movies and a new way of approaching and accessing those qualities that are best in us – those qualities that make us human.


  There are hundreds of thousands of accessible movies that speak to what is strong in human beings. We hope that the discussion and cinematic examples in this book will provide the reader with new ways of thinking about strengths and what constitutes a fulfilling life; we also hope it will help our readers identify ways to change their lives for the better.


  Following an Introduction that gives the reader a background to positive psychology, character strengths, and the world of cinema, we discuss the portrayal of specific character strengths in movies. Each of these chapters describes strengths according to the VIA Classification developed by Christopher Peterson, Martin Seligman, and 55 scientists in a seminal text classifying six virtues and 24 strengths, Character Strengths and Virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The VIA Classification in its most updated form (courtesy of the VIA Institute on Character) is shared below:


  

    	

      Wisdom and Knowledge (cognitive strengths): creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning, perspective


    


    	

      Courage (emotional strengths): bravery, perseverance, honesty, zest


    


    	

      Humanity (interpersonal strengths): love, kindness, social intelligence


    


    	

      Justice (civic strengths): teamwork, fairness, leadership


    


    	

      Temperance (protective strengths): forgiveness, humility, prudence, self-regulation


    


    	

      Transcendence (spiritual strengths of meaning): appreciation of beauty & excellence, gratitude, hope, humor, spirituality


    


  


  This VIA Classification offers a common language for discussing what is best in human beings. It provides a framework for us to discuss these positive personality characteristics that are universal to the human experience. We discuss movies that portray characters who develop and maintain these character strengths and who use these strengths to overcome obstacles and adversity. Our approach and this core structure are maintained throughout the book; in each of the core chapters, we try to balance film discussion, related psychological research, and practical applications.


  Positive psychology is a bridge merging scientific research with practical self-help; said another way, this is science-based practice. Scientific research is not only the foundation of positive psychology but also the means by which the field will progress and prosper. Therefore, we found it important to begin each chapter with a brief description of the given strength’s core concepts and some of the important research relevant to the strength being discussed. We highlight recent and important studies to help the reader understand the depth of each character strength before he or she begins to view films that focus on that strength. In addition, scattered throughout the chapters, the reader will discover important theories that are relevant to the field of positive psychology; these theories focus on well-being, and whenever possible, we describe the links between the theories discussed and relevant films.


  We include an International Cinema section in each strength chapter. We pay particular attention to international cinema because we believe world cinema has a special ability to convey important messages and themes that transcend culture and national boundaries. International cinema, world cinema, and foreign films generally refer to films from a country other than one’s own; therefore, we focus on non-US films in these sections (including films that are not foreign-language films, but which come from the United Kingdom, Canada, or Australia).


  This new edition has substantially changed from the original book in a number of important ways:


  

    	

      We have added over 400 films, bringing the total in the book to around 1,500 movies.


    


    	

      We have added three new chapters in an attempt to be more inclusive of other important areas of positive psychology, including the robust work on mindfulness, resilience, meaning, and well-being. The new chapters also cover positive emotions, engagement, achievement, and, in particular, positive relationships.


    


    	

      There are several new appendices we have added because of the feedback of our readers (for example, we now have an appendix that lists positive psychology movies for children, adolescents, and families).


    


    	

      The research sections have been “beefed up” substantially with the addition of several hundred new references to support the points being made.


    


    	

      We agree with Aristotle’s (2000) notion of a golden mean when it comes to virtuous living or strengths expression. Thus, we comment on the overuse and underuse of each character strength and movie examples therein.


    


    	

      We have made substantial changes to every exemplar in each chapter. We have either offered a new exemplar for the character strength or changed the existing exemplar to fit a new structure. The new structure includes a description and rationale of the protagonist’s various signature strengths, a section on strengths dynamics (how the strengths play out in different settings, are overused, work in combination with other strengths), benefits the character experiences when using the strength, and an explanation of how the character copes with adversity by means of strengths use.


    


    	

      In addition to Hogrefe offering an exciting new look with the cover design and an integration of around 90 images from movies scattered throughout the book, we have added two charts on the inside covers – one is a grid of the VIA Classification where the character strengths are shown as pathways to well-being – namely, positive emotions, engagement, meaning, positive relationships, and achievement (Seligman, 2011). The second image, courtesy of the VIA Institute, is a circumplex model displaying each character strength on two continua (Peterson, 2006) – strengths of the mind or heart and strengths that are more strongly intrapersonal or interpersonal.


    


  


  We are often asked how we selected films for inclusion in this book (and for our book, Movies and Mental Illness, 2010). With both books, we have emphasized an eclectic approach in our selection and categorization of films. In addition to searching for films in our own extensive databases, we viewed and commented on every film included by the American Film Institute (AFI) on their list of Top 100 Inspiring Movies (see Appendix I: 100 Years … 100 Cheers: America’s Most Inspiring Movies), and many of the films in the AFI’s top 100 movies of all time and their top heroes of all time. We felt these were important because they are not arbitrary, but rather have been voted on by some of the world’s leading film scholars. We reviewed films found in specialized DVD clubs (e.g., the Spiritual Cinema Circle), and the databases and lists of other movie enthusiasts from around the world. We paid special attention to Academy Award winners and nominees in each category. We reviewed those movies that won awards at film festivals, particularly winners and nominees at Cannes and Sundance. We listened carefully to suggestions made by participants in monthly movie discussion groups, eminent positive psychologists, colleagues, students, film seminar groups, and bloggers. With each film, we systematically assessed whether it met any of the criteria for a positive psychology film (see Chapter 1). Those films that did not appear to meet any of these criteria were eliminated from consideration; some wonderful films (e.g., A Clockwork Orange) were deliberately excluded for this reason. Films that might tap into a character strength, but which did so only superficially without substantial depth or meaning were also excluded (e.g., romances with formulaic portrayals of love, or comedies with contrived humor).


  Some of our objectives for this book include the following:


  

    	

      Viewers will practice the skill of strengths-spotting, which will help them more easily recognize character strengths in themselves and others.


    


    	

      Viewers will be inspired toward self-improvement or toward acting more altruistically with others. These are explained later as the effects of cinematic admiration and cinematic elevation. This is certainly consistent with the feedback we have received from many individuals who have been forever changed because of a film.


    


    	

      Practitioners and educators will use this book to teach and inspire clients and students about positive psychology and character strengths. In fact, some educators have used the first edition of this book as the primary textbook for their positive psychology courses. We believe this new edition will serve in that role even more effectively than the previous edition.


    


    	

      Researchers will use this book as a catalyst to validate, analyze, and advance the concepts of the positive psychology movie, the powerful effects of elevation and admiration, the process of strengths-spotting, and the many interventions offered in each chapter. Students may be well-positioned to conduct this research for their theses and dissertations.


    


    	

      In a more general way, we hope the reader will view movies in a fresh way, a way that opens up new avenues of flourishing and how to live a good life.


    


  


  At the same time, we understand the clear limits to what movies can offer. We remain informed by the comment Alfredo makes to Toto in one of the all-time classic films, Cinema Paradiso: “Life isn’t like in the movies. Life … is much harder.” Despite all the benefits movies have to offer, we are humbled by their limitations.


  We recommend the following strategy for using this book. First, review the introductory chapter and then proceed to whichever strength or topic area most piques your curiosity. Then use the appendices to select films that will help you learn more about a particular strength.


  We do need to warn the reader: Occasionally, our discussions contain “spoilers.” These are intentionally included at those points in which we feel the spoiler will enrich the discussion’s content and depth; nevertheless, we hope this will not detract from the viewer’s pleasure upon viewing the films we discuss.


  We welcome your feedback and suggestions. Feel free to visit our websites and blogs, and do take time to e-mail us your thoughts. But most of all, happy viewing!


  Ryan M. Niemiec


  rmjn@sbcglobal.net


  http://www.ryanniemiec.com


  http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/what-matters-most


  http://www.psychcentral.com/character-strengths


  Danny Wedding


  dwedding@alliant.edu


  http://www.moviesandmentalillness.blogspot.com




  Acknowledgments


  Books, like movies, are only possible because of the effort of hundreds of individuals, many of whom will never be recognized for their influence. Here are some that will be:


  Our deepest gratitude goes out to our loving families, friends, and colleagues who have supported our work, tolerated the inordinate time we spent watching films, and shared our enthusiasm for debating the merits and shortcomings of movies. These individuals have not rejected or ridiculed us when we have pulled out a light pen in the movie theater, opened a laptop while sitting on the couch watching a DVD, or insisted on viewing two or three movies back-to-back. Special thanks goes to Ryan’s precious (and understanding!) wife, Rachelle Plummer, to whom this book is dedicated, and to his son Rhys Evan, who as an infant enjoyed sleeping for 2 hours while Ryan held him with one arm and typed on a laptop with the other arm while watching positive psychology films.


  Our publisher, Rob Dimbleby, believed in this idea years ago and enthusiastically supported the project and ever-so-gently twisted our arms to write this new edition (it didn’t take much!). We believe this book forms a perfect bookend for our other book, Movies and Mental Illness, also published by Hogrefe.


  We want to extend a very deep bow of gratitude to Jeremy Clyman. Jeremy, a rising star and blogger in this area, helped us with several of the exemplar sections as we retooled and added new examples. He also conducted important literature reviews and summaries and offered consultation, film suggestions, and enthusiastic support. We question whether we would have made our publication deadline if it weren’t for his efficient and effective work. We applaud Jeremy’s striking character strengths that he showed with this project, namely creativity, love of learning, humility, teamwork, curiosity, prudence, and bravery.


  James Pawelski deserves special recognition for engaging in a mutual, motivational coaching experience with Ryan (we are proud to describe this as an Aristotelian friendship). James’ creativity, curiosity, and kindness are only surpassed by his wisdom which he exudes with a mix of practicality, philosophical substance, incisive inquiry, and heart.


  Danny Wedding is grateful for the two extraordinary women who shared his life while he was working on this new edition: Pamela Broadman and Connie Horn. They both happily shared dozens of wonderful films (and a few somewhat less than wonderful films) with him during 2011 and 2012.


  Many people made important movie suggestions to us that made it into this second edition. A few of the most memorable suggestions came from Hugh Burns, Paul Bryant (Luke), Mark Liston, Kazuo Koya, Keith Oatley, Jacquie & David Wall, Catherine Cogorno, Skip Dine Young, Ken Paul Rosenthal, and the original Media Watch Committee of Division 46 (Media) from the time when Ryan took over as “chairperson.” This group includes: Jeremy Clyman, Mary Banks Gregerson, Susan Stone, Michelle Ronayne, and Karen McGraa. Countless other individuals who have attended our workshops and presentations will have to go unnamed but know that we are gratful to you as well.


  We appreciate especially the numerous psychologists who wrote film reviews for PsycCRITIQUES. Many of these film reviews are available on the PsycCRITIQUES Blog: (psyccritiquesblog.apa.org). We have learned much of what we know about films and psychology from reading these trenchant reviews.


  One of the best ways to learn is having someone ask you provocative and intelligent questions. With this new field of positive psychology movies, the questions are endless, but we wish to extend our gratitude to those individuals who helped us expand our thinking on this topic by posing good questions to us. A few of the strongest examples were from Kristen Carter, Peter Delany, Michelle Gielan, Vadivu Govind, Jon Haidt, Lucy Hoblitzelle, Claudia Lau, Donna Mayerson, Keith Oatley, Deb Pinger, Pat Snyder, Marta Syrzistie, Anne Marie Turnbull, and Karolina Zbytniewska.


  We appreciate the wide support the construct of “positive psychology movies” has received from practitioners, educators, and researchers around the world in positive psychology and related fields. Some of the colleagues who have supported us include: Rhett Diessner, Bruce Smith, Stefan Schulenberg, Ray Fowler, Ad Bergsma, James Kaufman, Kathryn Britton, Senia Maymin, Andrea Goeglein, Neal Mayerson, Donna Mayerson, Gunilla Lundquist, Martha Darwin, Thomas Wright, Tayyab Rashid, Mark Linkins, Frank Farley, Bobby Dauman, Michelle McQuaid, Ron Margolis, Rachelle Harary, John Drimmer, and Renee Bunnell-Schwartz.


  Ryan would also like to thank the VIA Institute on Character and the wonderful people who work there or have worked there over the years supporting this work, most especially Neal Mayerson who hired Ryan to be VIA’s education director. Neal’s wise guidance and care allowed Ryan to dive deeply in this work and learn far more than he could imagine about the science and practice of character strengths. Over the yars the enthusiastic support of Donna Mayerson and Deb Pinger has been palpable, and it helped Ryan grow strong in understanding the power and potential of this work. We also appreciate Kelly Aluise, Breta Cooper, Chris Jenkins, and Linda Parker, and the good work of Danny’s administrative assistant, Christoph Zepeda. Finally, Alliant President Geoff Cox, Provost Russ Newman, and CSPP Dean Morgan Sammons have all supported this work since Danny arrived at CSPP/Alliant 3 years ago.




  [1][image: image][2]




  [3]Chapter 1


  Introduction


  No art passes our conscience the way film does, and goes directly


  to our feelings, deep down into the dark rooms of our souls.


  Ingmar Bergman, Swedish filmmaker


  Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time.


  Thomas Merton


  The Language of Film Is Universal


  The popular expression in the title of this section reminds film viewers of the inherent power of the cinema. Movies transcend all barriers and differences, whether these barriers are culture, language, religion, geographic borders, or belief systems. Language is a way of communicating thoughts and feelings, and it is a system that has particular rules, signs, and symbols that shape it and make it meaningful. Similar rules are found in movies; however, cinema is not restricted to one country or group of people. Therefore, movies are a commentary on more than society – they inform us about the human condition.


  Films have many layers that shape the viewer’s experience. A film’s plot provides infrastructure and supports the film’s subtext. The subtext refers to the complex structure that builds upon the various associations the narrative evokes in the viewer; the plot provides surface meaning while the subtext provides deeper meaning (Dick, 2002). Positive psychology theories, virtues, and strengths lie in the film’s subtext. They emerge as powerful themes and motifs, and as qualities within the characters but beneath the storyline. For example, a story about a man and his son at a concentration camp has a complex subtext that includes incredible creativity, sacrifice, resilience, and love (see Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion of Life Is Beautiful, 1997). The psychological landscape the characters inhabit (i.e., their instincts, motives, beliefs, emotions, and behaviors) is part of the subtext.


  Other subtext components include the culture and customs of setting and location, as well as the social and political dynamics of the communities and organizations portrayed in the film. Another level of subtext is created through the use of metaphor – for example, the roses seen throughout American Beauty (1999) (see Figure 1.1). The cinematic craft – cinematography, lighting, sound, set design, and special effects – plays an important role in accentuating a film’s themes. Consider the visual effects used in Forrest Gump (1994) that revolve around a feather (symbolizing hope) floating up into the air at the conclusion of the film (see Figure 1.2). Other aesthetic qualities of the cinema such as the film’s music have a strong influence as well. Some studies have found that music can even influence a character’s likability and the viewer’s sense of certainty that they know the character’s thoughts; these are antecedents of empathy in the viewer (Hoeckner, Wyatt, Decety, & Nusbaum, 2011).


  Also important for this discussion is the general structure of a movie character, especially those from fictional films. This structure includes the three general areas of corporeality, psyche, and sociality, referring to the characters’ outer appearance; their inner states and traits; and their social interactions, roles, and environmental interaction, respectively (Eder, Jannidis, & Schneider, 2010). All three of these features are important for identifying the character’s strengths.
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  Figure 1.1. American Beauty (1999, DreamWorks SKG, Jinks/Cohen Company). Produced by Bruce Cohen and Dan Jinks. Directed by Sam Mendes.


  The viewer plays the most important role, coparticipating in the act of creating meaning when viewing a film. The viewer’s understanding of the film, his or her projections onto the film and its characters, the inferences and assumptions the viewer makes, and his or her openness to the film all influence the effect the film will have on the viewer. Frame of reference, identification with the main character, perceived usefulness of the narrative, and the degree of verisimilitude in the narrative all play a role in fictional narrative experiences as well (Bal, Butterman, & Bakker, 2011). If a viewer understands something about the subtext of a film before watching it (e.g., the strengths and virtues portrayed), this understanding will influence how that viewer focuses his or her attention and subsequently how much benefit he or she will receive from viewing the film. In almost all cases, we believe reading about and learning about a film before seeing it enriches the cinematic experience.


  Stephen Dine Young (2012) offers a framework for understanding these psychological layers of film. He encourages viewers to consider the psychology of the filmmaker, which includes how filmmakers use psychology and how films are often a reflection of the filmmaker’s psyche. On another level, he describes the psychology in movies, which includes the unconscious mind, psychological behaviors, psychological treatment, and psychological disorders. On a final level, he explores the psychology of movie viewers – the viewers’ experience before, during, and after the movie, the last of which consists of reflective experience, nonconscious effects, and conscious functions.


  Fictional works, and in particular films, have been analyzed and interpreted for well over a century, and different approaches to interpretation have emerged. Eder et al. (2010) summarize four main paradigms that cut across disciplines: Hermeneutic interpretation views characters as representations of human beings and considers the historical/cultural background of the characters; psychoanalytic approaches concentrate on the psyche of the characters and those they interact with; structuralist approaches focus on the construction of characters and the role of visual, audio, and linguistic information; cognitive approaches use information-processing theories and emphasize elements of cognition and perception.
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  Figure 1.2. Forrest Gump (1994, Paramount Pictures). Produced by Wendy Finerman, Steve Starkey, and Steve Tisch. Directed by Robert Zemeckis.


  Our hybrid approach places the most emphasis on the viewers’ experience of the film and their personal interpretation of the narrative and work of art, the core themes, the takeaway messages, and most importantly, the immediacy or potential for impact on the viewer to effect change in oneself and others.


  Positive Psychology


  There is a history of research and speculation about optimal functioning and the factors that contribute to flourishing (Gable & Haidt, 2005) that dates back to the work of William James (1902) on healthy mindedness and Gordon Allport (1958) and his work with positive human characteristics; this work eventually led to the humanistic movement in psychology. The work of humanistic and existential psychologists such as Abraham Maslow (1971) and his examination of self-actualization, Carl Rogers (1961) and his work with unconditional positive regard, and Irvin Yalom (1980) and Rollo May (1953) on meaning have helped people improve their well-being and find purpose and meaning in their lives.


  As president of the American Psychological Association, psychologist Martin Seligman (1998, 1999; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) pioneered the field of positive psychology, to bring a stronger focus to the scientific study of what is best about human beings that might optimally complement the prevailing psychology zeitgeist which focused on deficits, diagnoses, and problems. Seligman wanted to bring together dispersed scientists and scholars already studying positive qualities (e.g., altruism, happiness, etc.) and promote further scientific inquiry – and he succeeded. Indeed, the success of these efforts is almost [6]immeasurable, as countless researchers and practitioners have entered the field across disciplines including business, education, and coaching, and now thousands of articles, theses, and dissertations have been written about one or another aspect of positive psychology.


  Seligman (1999) described positive psychology as the study of positive subjective experiences (positive emotions), positive traits (character strengths), and positive institutions. Put simply, positive psychology is the scientific study of human strengths and virtues (Sheldon & King, 2001). Positive psychology is descriptive, not prescriptive. The field describes character, well-being, and other positive experiences and investigates these empirically rather than prescribing and dictating how an individual should “be.”


  It is not the job of Positive Psychology to tell you that you should be optimistic, or spiritual, or kind or good-humored; it is rather to describe the consequences of these traits. …


  What you do with that information depends on your own values and goals. (Seligman, 2002a, p. 129)


  This movement is important because psychology has predominately focused on identifying, categorizing, and alleviating pathology – that is, the profession has been preoccupied with assessing, diagnosing, and treating psychological illness. The positive psychology movement emphasizes what is going right with people, maximizes their strengths, and fosters future growth. From a clinical standpoint, it is not only about fixing what is broken but also about nurturing what is best (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).


  The flourishing of positive psychology has influenced research and clinical work around the world, and numerous researchers, scholars, and clinicians are currently working on ways to explore what makes life worth living. Handbooks of positive psychology abound and bring together usually over 50 topics of positive human experience that address assessment, theory, research, and practice (e.g., Diener, 2009; Joseph & Linley, 2006; Keyes & Haidt, 2003; Lopez & Snyder, 2004, 2009; Peterson, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Snyder & Lopez, 2002, 2007). Specific strengths-based research can be found in organizations (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001), in psychotherapy (Seligman, Rashid, & Parks, 2006), in practice-based books (Biswas-Diener, 2010; Bolt, 2004), in metaanalyses (Sin & Lynbomirsky, 2009), and in theoretical models referred to as strength-centered therapy (Wong, 2006). In particular, books and articles addressing the historical and scientific study of happiness have proliferated (see Ben-Shahar, 2007; Gilbert, 2006; Haidt, 2006; Hecht, 2007; Layard, 2005; Lyubomirsky, 2001, 2008; McMahon, 2006).


  Organizations and scholarly meetings that promote the continued growth of positive psychology include the International Positive Psychology Association, the European Network of Positive Psychology, the Australia Positive Psychology Association, the Canadian Positive Psychology Association, and several universitybased positive psychology centers. Documentary films also have explicitly addressed the positive psychology movement. Happy (2011) by Roko Belic offers a contemporary lens on happiness, integrating age-old wisdom, dynamic storytelling, beautiful cinematography, and interviews with leading scientists and the general public. The film offers wisdom from well-known figures in positive psychology: for example, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Richard Davidson, Ed Diener, Daniel Gilbert, and Tim Kasser. Tidbits of happiness research abound in the film, yet the most educational parts of the film emerge in the personal stories of individuals using the principles of positive psychology during personal crises, in situations of extreme poverty, and when others would least expect it (Niemiec, 2011). A documentary film from Norway, How Happy Can You Be (2005), examines positive psychology and integrates questions from a skeptical filmmaker. It includes tips to increase happiness levels and provides the perspective of several positive psychology researchers, including Sonya Lyubomirsky, Robert Biswas-Diener, sociologist John Cacioppo, and Ruut Veenhoven, the director of the World Happiness Database in Rotterdam, who has gathered thousands of research studies with happiness data from 120 countries. Tom Shadyac’s I Am (2010) is strong in the spirit of positive psychology and widens its focus to philosophers, religious and spiritual leaders, environmentalists, and biologists. Each interviewee is asked the question, “What is wrong with the world and what can we do about it?” While the answers are relevant to positive psychologists, it is important to note that positive psychologists would start with a very different question. We suggest the question should be: “What is right with the world and how can we embrace, celebrate, and build upon this?”


  Courses in positive psychology, well-being, and strengths are offered in universities and [7]colleges around the world (including Harvard’s most popular class in 2006, with 850 students). There are now several countries with universities that award a Master’s in Applied Positive Psychology (MAPP), a diploma, or a doctorate in positive psychology. These programs follow the lead of the flagship MAPP program initiated at the University of Pennsylvania. Similar programs can be found in Mexico, Australia, the United Kingdom, Portugal, and Denmark, to name a few. There also are two scientific, peer-reviewed journals that specifically address positive psychology constructs – The Journal of Happiness Studies (published in The Netherlands) and The Journal of Positive Psychology (published in the United States) – and many other journals that address particular strengths (e.g., the Creativity Research Journal).


  Despite what its critics may say, positive psychology is not attempting to negate a focus on what is wrong or more specifically contribute to an artificial dichotomy that pits the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM; the manual that classifies what is wrong with humans) against Character Strengths and Virtues (CSV; the manual that classifies what’s right with humans); instead, it seeks to integrate the fullness of the human experience, which includes both good and bad aspects. Positive psychologists understand and appreciate the limitations associated with seeing the field of positive psychology as “happiology” or a paradigm shift in the science of psychology (Peterson, 2006). Positive psychology grows out of robust research on subjective well-being and character strengths, and it links with humanistic psychology and other avenues of inquiry that emphasize wellness.


  It is a mistake to think that positive psychology is simply positive thinking, pop psychology, or feel-good spirituality.


  Ultimately, the way of the positive psychologist must be to reflect on the nature of living systems – systems in which positive emotions act with negative emotions, character strengths act with character weaknesses, and human virtues act with human vices – intrapersonally, interpersonally, and extrapersonally. (Hogan, 2005)


  Character Strengths


  Character strengths are stable, universal personality traits that manifest through thinking (cognition), feeling (affect), willing (conation or volition), and action (behavior). These strengths are valued by and beneficial to both oneself and others. These positive psychological characteristics are considered to be the basic building blocks of human goodness and human flourishing.


  In their groundbreaking manual Character Strengths and Virtues, Peterson and Seligman (2004) compiled a comprehensive system of virtues and strengths based on both empirical and historical analysis. They delineated six human virtues found (nearly) universally in over 200 virtue catalogues spanning 2,500 years and countries across the globe, ranging from the major world religions to the philosophy of Aristotle to the writings of Benjamin Franklin, to the samurai code (Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005). These six virtues are subdivided into 24 core human strengths. Each strength had to be universal (not bound to one culture) and measurable, as well as meet most of 10 additional criteria that constitute good character (e.g., that the strength be fulfilling in and of itself, that it does not diminish others, that it be trait-like, etc.). Indeed, these strengths are readily found in the most remote areas on the planet (Biswas-Diener, 2006) and are remarkably similar across 54 nations and across the United States (McGrath, in press; Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006). This text has been referred to, tongue-in-cheek, as “The Manual of the Sanities” due not only to its systematized typology, scope, and data-driven analysis, but also to its focus on the positive features of human experience.


  The nonprofit VIA Institute on Character “houses” the VIA Classification (see Table 1.1) and VIA Survey, and promotes the science and practice of these character strengths. VIA formerly stood for “Values in Action” but is now a word that stands on its own and in Latin means “the way.” Figure 1.3 shows the 24 strengths, their corresponding virtues, and the nucleus of this configuration – the five core areas of well-being discussed later in Section III (Seligman, 2011) – positive emotions, engagement, meaning, positive relationships, and achievement.


  Any new science with a “classification system” also needs a tool to measures its elements.


  [8]Table 1.1. The VIA classification of character strengths and virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004)


  

    1. Wisdom and Knowledge – cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge


    • Creativity (originality, ingenuity): Thinking of novel and productive ways to conceptualize and do things; includes artistic achievement but is not limited to it


    • Curiosity (interest, novelty-seeking, openness to experience): Taking an interest in ongoing experience for its own sake; finding subjects and topics fascinating; exploring and discovering


    • Judgment (critical thinking, open-mindedness): Thinking things through and examining them from all sides; not jumping to conclusions; being able to change one’s mind in light of evidence; weighing all evidence fairly


    • Love of Learning: Mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge, whether on one’s own or formally; related to the strength of curiosity but goes beyond it to describe the tendency to add systematically to what one knows


    • Perspective (wisdom): Being able to provide wise counsel to others; having ways of looking at the world that make sense to oneself/others


    2. Courage – emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external or internal


    • Bravery (valor): Not shrinking from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain; speaking up for what’s right even if there’s opposition; acting on convictions even if unpopular; includes physical bravery but is not limited to it


    • Perseverance (persistence, industriousness): Finishing what one starts; persevering in a course of action in spite of obstacles; “getting it out the door”; taking pleasure in completing tasks


    • Honesty (integrity, authenticity): Speaking the truth but more broadly presenting oneself in a genuine way and acting in a sincere way; being without pretense; taking responsibility for one’s feelings and actions


    • Zest (vitality, enthusiasm, vigor, energy): Approaching life with excitement and energy; not doing things halfway or halfheartedly; living life as an adventure; feeling alive and activated


    3. Humanity – interpersonal strengths that involve tending to and befriending others


    • Love (capacity to love and be loved): Valuing close relations with others, in particular those in which sharing & caring are reciprocated; being close to people


    • Kindness (generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, “niceness”): Doing favors and good deeds for others; helping them; taking care of them


    • Social Intelligence (emotional intelligence, personal intelligence): Being aware of the motives/feelings of others and oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different social situations; knowing what makes other people tick


    4. Justice – civic strengths that underlie healthy community life


    • Teamwork (citizenship, social responsibility, loyalty): Working well as a member of a group or team; being loyal to the group; doing one’s share


    • Fairness: Treating all people the same according to notions of fairness & justice; not letting feelings bias decisions about others; giving everyone a fair chance


    • Leadership: Encouraging a group of which one is a member to get things done and at the same time maintain good relations within the group; organizing group activities and seeing that they happen


    5. Temperance – strengths that protect against excess


    • Forgiveness (mercy): Forgiving those who have done wrong; accepting others’ shortcomings; giving people a second chance; not being vengeful


    • Humility (modesty): Letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; not regarding oneself as more special than one is


    • Prudence: Being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue risks; not saying or doing things that might later be regretted


    • Self-Regulation (self-control): Regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined; controlling one’s appetites and emotions [9]Table 1.1. continued


    6. Transcendence – strengths that forge connections to the universe & provide meaning


    • Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence (awe, wonder, elevation): Noticing and appreciating beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance in various domains of life, from nature to art to mathematics to science to everyday experience


    • Gratitude: Being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen; taking time to express thanks


    • Hope (optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation): Expecting the best in the future and working to achieve it; believing that a good future is something that can be brought about


    • Humor (playfulness): Liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people; seeing the light side; making (not necessarily telling) jokes


    • Spirituality (religiousness, faith, purpose): Having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose & meaning of the universe; knowing where one fits within the larger scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide comfort


  


  Note. Reprinted from http://www.viacharacter.org. Copyright 2012 by VIA Institute on Character. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission.


  Therefore, the VIA Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS, also known as the VIA Survey) was created. The VIA Survey, developed by Chris Peterson, is a free, online test that has been found to be psychometrically valid, displaying both good reliability and validity. It offers users a rank-order of their character strengths from highest to lowest (Park & Peterson, 2006c). The study of these character strengths in youths (ages 10–17 years) has received considerable attention, and a valid measurement tool, the VIA Youth Survey (created by Nansook Park), has been developed (Park & Peterson, 2005, 2006b). In less than a decade, over 2 million people across every country across the globe have taken these character strength measures (you can take the VIA Survey and new validated, briefer versions online by visiting http://www.viame.org).


  Positive strengths of character are viewed by many as the backbone of positive psychology because the most central areas of our well-being (e.g., relationships, flow, success, meaning, and positive emotions) are enabled by good character (Park & Peterson, 2009a; Peterson, Ruch, Beermann, Park, & Seligman, 2007; Seligman, 2002a, 2011)


  There are three conceptual levels in the study of character (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), categorized from general to specific: virtues, strengths, and situational themes. Virtues are those universal, core characteristics valued by moral philosophers and religious thinkers. Strengths are the psychological ingredients or specific routes through which virtues are displayed. Situational themes, which is the only level not depicted in Figure 1.1, are specific habits that lead people to display strengths in particular situations. The expression of character strengths varies by people’s unique constellation of strengths as well as the context or situations in which they find themselves. In this book, we privilege and prioritize the level with the most research – that is, character strengths – and the ways in which these strengths are expressed in films. We will pay particular attention to character strengths when discussing the exemplar films.


  Niemiec (2014; 2013) describes several additional character strength principles: For example, strengths are expressed in degrees, are idiosyncratic, have dimensionality, are interdependent, and are plural (Peterson, 2006). Ultimately, optimal expression of character strengths occurs according to a golden mean that balances strengths overuse and strengths underuse (Aristotle, 2000); optimal expression specifically refers to the right combination of strengths, to the right degree, in the right situation.


  The front and back inside cover of this book has two figures. The front figure was mentioned earlier. The back figure is called a circumplex graph (see also Figure 1.4), which was derived from a factor analysis of the 24 character strengths (Peterson, 2006). Although several factor analyses have been conducted on the VIA Survey, typically revealing four or five factors (clusters of strengths), this analysis found two factors – mind/ heart and interpersonal/intrapersonal. Strengths of the mind can be seen as those character strengths that are analytical, logical, and thinking-oriented (judgment), while strengths of the heart are more matters of feeling and intuition and are emotionally driven (love). The other continuum notes strengths that are more intrapersonal – typically expressed within oneself (creativity), and those that are more interpersonal – typically expressed [12]with other people (forgiveness). It is noted that these are not hard-and-fast findings, rather they are general guidelines. In reality each character strength is expressed from all four vantage points; for example, consider gratitude – we can have grateful thoughts (mind), grateful feelings (heart), express appreciation to others (interpersonal), and reflect on how grateful we are to be alive (intrapersonal).
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  Figure 1.3. The VIA classification of character strengths and virtues. Adapted from Peterson & Seligman, 2004. VIA Classification of character strengths and virtues is copyright VIA Institute on Character. All rights reserved. Used with permission.
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  Figure 1.4. Circumplex model of the VIA classification.


  VIA Classification of character strengths and virtues is copyright VIA Institute on Character. All rights reserved. Used with permission


  Signature Strengths Research and Practice


  One of the most exciting areas of positive psychology is the emphasis given to signature strengths of character. Signature strengths are:


  • Energizing


  • Natural/easy to use


  • Core to one’s identity


  • Feel authentic (i.e., “the real you”) when expressed


  • Expressed across multiple life domains


  • Noted by family/friends as fundamental to who the individual is.


  Several studies have linked the practice of using signature strengths with greater levels of well-being, often boosting happiness for as long as 6 months (Gander, Proyer, Ruch, & Wyss, 2012a; Linley, Nielsen, Gillett, & Biswas-Diener, 2010; Madden, Green, & Grant, 2011; Mitchell, Stanimirovic, Klein, & Vella-Brodrick, 2009; Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012; Rust, Diessner, & Reade, 2009; Peterson & Peterson, 2009; Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). Many of these studies also demonstrated that the use of signature strengths can be effective in treating depression. The exercise most often used is called “using your signature strengths in new ways,” and the steps involve taking the VIA Survey online, choosing one of one’s highest personal strengths, and then using it in a new way each day. For examples on how one might use each of the 24 strengths in a new way, go to this blog entry: http://blogs.psychcentral.com/character-strengths/2012/04/new-ways-to-happiness-withstrengths/Longitudinal


  Longitudinal studies have found the use of strengths to be connected to increases in well-being over time (Wood, Linley, Matlby, Kashdan, & Hurling, 2011). Certain character strengths (e.g., zest and hope) have been found in repeated studies to have a very strong relationship with well-being (e.g., Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004; Peterson et al., 2007; Proctor, Maltby, & Linley, 2009; Ruch, Huber, Beermann, & Proyer, 2007; Shimai, Otake, Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006). These “life satisfaction strengths” are:


  • Zest


  • Hope


  • Love


  • Gratitude


  • Curiosity


  One intervention study tested these strengths specifically (but replaced the strength of love with the strength of humor) and found significant relationships with life satisfaction compared with a control group (Proyer, Ruch, & Buschor, 2012).


  Character strengths have been shown to be significantly correlated with well-being in educational settings (Proctor et al., 2011), while other-directed strengths (e.g., kindness and teamwork) predicted fewer symptoms of depression, and transcendence/humanity strengths (e.g., spirituality and love) predicted greater life satisfaction (Gillham et al., 2011). In the business domain, many studies have documented a relationship between the presence and use of character strengths and well-being (Harzer & Ruch, 2012a, 2012b; Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 2010; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). Harzer and Ruch (2012a) found that the level of positive experiences and the experience of work as a calling were higher when four to seven signature strengths were used regularly at work compared with controls who used less than four signature strengths. The strengths of zest, perseverance, hope, and curiosity seemed to play a key role in healthy and ambitious work behavior (Gander et al., 2012b). In a large sample of working adults, the character strengths of wisdom (creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning, and perspective) were found to relate positively to work performance on a creative task and negatively to stress levels (Avey, Luthans, Hannah, Sweetman, & Peterson, 2012).


  Even though significant progress has been made in understanding the benefits and pitfalls of strengths use, this work just scratches the surface, and a tremendous amount of work still needs to be done (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, & Minhas, 2011; Quinlan, Swain, & Vella-Brodrick, 2012). Future directions for positive psychology research are discussed in Chapter 16.


  [13]Positive Psychology and Film:


  The renowned filmmaker Stanley Kubrick once remarked, “If it can be written, or thought, it can be filmed.” The medium of film, more than any other art form, is able to portray the subtleties of the human mind – thoughts, emotions, instincts, and motives – and the mind’s impact on behavior. This makes positive psychology movies a natural vehicle for examining character strengths and the ways in which they are developed and maintained.


  Character strengths are connected with an individual’s sense of self as well as with his or her behavior. The former poses a challenge to the pre[14]dominately visual modality of the cinema, an art form that is better suited for portraying action and characters’ behavior rather than the subtleties of character. This is remedied in part by the talent and creativity of filmmakers who are able to explore the mind, identity, and internal world of characters through image, sound, and the evocative power of films (if there is any doubt of this fact, simply watch the 2011 film Inception).


  A Connection That Can Benefit All of Us


  Table 1.2. Positive psychology movies with the corresponding virtues and strengths they depict
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  Character strengths abound in the cinema. The most common positive psychology strengths portrayed in films are bravery, perseverance, love, kindness, humor, hope, creativity, and spirituality. It is relatively easy to find characters in films who embody these strengths, because each lends itself nicely to a visual modality like film. The strengths of humility, love of learning, and prudence are far less often depicted in films. See Table 1.2 for a list of some of the best positive psychology films that depict critical character development and change.


  In reality, humans rarely express strengths in isolation, rather we are usually displaying several character strengths at once, referred to as a strengths combination or strengths constellation. Some films are particularly strong in portraying a character displaying several strengths (see Table 1.3). In such films, it is interesting to consider the character’s various signature strengths. The signature strengths are often those most imperative to the growth of the character. In addition, the character’s signature strengths are likely used to boost their middle and lower strengths, helping to make them a more complete character through some important learning or development. Such films provide a valuable opportunity for teachers and clinicians to practice strengths-spotting, discuss the pivotal role of signature strengths, and discuss nuances of character strengths research and practice, such as the overuse and underuse of strengths, the role of context, reframing with strengths, and other strengths dynamics.


  In addition to multiple strengths appearing in films, multiple virtues appear as well. The Wizard of Oz (1939) is a particularly striking example in which several characters each pursue a particular virtue. The Scarecrow pursues wisdom, the Lion pursues courage, the Tin Man pursues humanity, the Wizard of Oz pursues justice, and Dorothy pursues temperance and transcendence.


  Table 1.3. Film characters with multiple strengths
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  [15]Criteria for a Positive Psychology Film


  It is important for the viewer to assess his or her involvement in the film experience. The subjectivity of the viewer’s experiences, background, preferences, values, expectations, film savvy, energy level, and general mood can all influence how he or she perceives and interprets a film.


  1. Portrayal of a character displaying at least one of the 24 strengths in the VIA Classification.


  2. Depiction of obstacles, adversity, and/or the struggle or conflict the character faces in expressing the strength.


  3. A character portrayal that illustrates how to overcome these obstacles and build or maintain the strength.


  4. A tone or mood (i.e., “light” or “dark”) in the film that is uplifting or that speaks deeply to the human condition.


  Some films that do not meet all these criteria still may be positive psychology films (e.g., many nonverbal films); however, we believe that those films that meet all four criteria are the most important and most likely to induce positive change in the viewer.


  It is important to recognize that any description of a work of art limits it; to categorize is to confine. However, providing criteria to structure one’s interpretation and discussion of movies may be heuristic and have some pedagogical value. Niemiec (2007) presented four criteria for a positive psychology film, with particular emphasis on character strengths. He argues that positive psychology films have the following features (adaptations added):


  We propose that authentic happiness theory (pleasure, engagement, and meaning; Seligman, 2002a) explains some of the benefits participants experience in movies. Viewers watch movies and often feel an immediate sense of pleasure and satisfaction in the triumphs and joys of the characters; they are engaged in the film (sometimes to such an extent that the viewer appears to be in a trance state), and experience a sense of meaning in the character’s struggles and overcoming of challenges, perhaps similar to their own. Just as the viewer can observe any of the 24 strengths in movies, it is conceivable that any of the 24 [16]strengths can be elicited in the viewer as a direct result of the film.
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    Figure 1.5. Fargo (1996, PolyGram Filmed Entertainment and Working Title Films). Produced and directed by Joel and Ethan Coen.


  


  Finally, positive psychology movies are often about heroes, both the dramatic ones and those of everyday life. The AFI (American Film Institute, 2003) has identified the top 50 heroes in American film history. Consistent with our discussion of positive psychology movies, the AFI defined a hero as follows:


  A character(s) that prevails in extreme circumstances and dramatizes a sense of morality, courage and purpose. Though they may be ambiguous or flawed, they often sacrifice themselves to show humanity at its best. (American Film Institute, 2003)


  Observational Learning and the Cinema


  The impact of observational learning has been known for well over half a century, dating back to the early studies by “the father of observational learning,” Albert Bandura, and his classic studies on aggression in children (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961). In these studies, children watched a video of a child hitting a clown doll, and later, when given the opportunity, the observing children imitated the aggressive behavior. Bandura (1977) noted:


  Most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling. From observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action. (p. 22)


  Empathy


  Observing characters in movies allows the viewer to put aside day-to-day concerns and emotionally recapitulate the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of a movie protagonist, thus experiencing not only the successes and setbacks of the character but also the emotions associated with these outcomes (Oatley, 2011). Film hence offers an opportunity for empathy with others, enables a reflection on these emotions and their meanings, and facilitates emotions such as elevation and admiration, allowing the viewer to act in worthwhile and selfless ways prompting him or her to praise others (Niemiec & Oatley, 2011). In a study examining viewer appreciation for different types of movies, Oliver and Bartch (2010) found that the films that were most appreciated were those with the longest-lasting effects and involved not only emotions experienced in the moment but also emotions that occurred following reflection on the film. The use of movies to boast empathy has been referred to as the Don Quixote effect (Shapiro & Rucker, 2004).


  Heroes, Exemplars, and Role Models


  Related to observational learning is the interesting distinction between exemplars/paragons and mentors/role models. Exemplars/paragons of a particular strength are, by definition, functioning at an extraordinarily high level (i.e., they represent the very best of the best in terms of strength/virtue display); thus to expect to imitate them exactly would be a disappointment waiting to happen. Instead, the viewer observing greatness or virtue in action might best take a particular approach that embodies the following two points:


  1. Approach the experience as an opportunity to learn;


  2. Consider whether the observation “sparks” something inside them.


  For example, when watching a film about a master musician or a great artist (e.g., Shine or Pollack), rather than expecting to emulate the protagonist, take notice of what is sparked by the film’s portrayal of creativity. What creative ideas emerge? What insights about creativity can be gleaned? What personal strengths are inspired from watching this exemplary portrayal?


  On the other hand, everyday role models or mentors (e.g., a family member, neighbor, teacher, or coach) are potentially more imitable. Protégés or mentees will be well-served to make a deliberate decision to copy certain behaviors that their role models display (e.g., doing a kind act for a neighbor or offering a compliment). Heroes can refer to exemplars or everyday role models and research has found that the majority of people can identify at least two personal heroes, and usually can identify a half-dozen or more (Allison & Goethals, 2011). These researchers also found that fictional heroes (e.g., movie characters) are generally rated as more heroic than nonfictional heroes. For example, Luke Skywalker and Spiderman are rated higher on a heroism scale than the rating of one’s parents or Michael Jordan.
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    Figure 1.6. Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005, Warner Bros., Village Roadshow Pictures et al.). Produced by Brad Grey and Richard D. Zanuck. Directed by Tim Burton.


  


  Global Impact


  Observational learning is important on an individual level, but the viewer’s emotional resonance with characters can also have a large-scale, positive impact. The field of entertainment-education (Singhal & Rogers, 2002), which uses Bandura’s theory of observational learning, has been found to create social change. Bandura (2008) has built on this work and championed entertainment-education programs in which various forms of media are brought to countries in need. This model promotes social change through some form of medium (e.g., movies, serial television shows, or radio broadcasting). Examples of successful programs over the last decade or two include a serial drama to promote family planning and manage the cycle of poverty (Mexico), and a television serial addressing gender norms with topics such as the education of young girls, arranged marriage, coerced pregnancy, and giving women a voice (China). Similar programs have been produced in India, Kenya, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Brazil – to name a few. Early research on these programs is quite promising. Because of the high cost of production, movies have not been the standard, first-line approach in entertainment-education; however, when films have been used, they have been successful.


  The typical approach used in these media is to depict one of three types of role models (Singhal & Rogers, 2002): positive models portraying beneficial lifestyles, negative models exhibiting detrimental views and lifestyles, and transitional models who transform their lives by discarding detrimental behaviors for positive ones. The last are often the most powerful, vicarious motivators because people admire and are inspired by characters who struggle and overcome challenges. The viewers are often so engaged in the drama as it unfolds and in the emotional bonding that occurs with the role model and the model’s vision of a better future, that personal change occurs.


  Cinematic Elevation and Cinematic Admiration


  Zillmann (1994) has found that viewers are constantly evaluating characters’ behavior, and viewers[18] are inclined to approve of those characters who behave well. Said another way, viewers are instinctively on the lookout for healthy character strength expressions.


  Over a decade ago, researcher Jonathan Haidt (2003) applied the term elevation to a particular emotional experience, building off Thomas Jefferson’s use of the word centuries earlier. Elevation occurs when an individual observes an act of moral goodness, experiences physiologic sensations of tingling in his or her body and warmth/glowing in the chest, and consequently feels motivated to do good. While elevation is an emotion that is relaxing (possibly due to increases in the hormone oxytocin; Silvers & Haidt, 2008), several studies have found that elevation increases altruism and kind behaviors and is positively correlated with prosocial behavior (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011; Cox, 2010; Landis et al., 2009; Schnall & Roper, 2011; Schnall, Roper, & Fessler, 2010). Haidt placed elevation in a category he called the “other-praising emotions” along with gratitude and admiration.


  Because we cover gratitude extensively in Chapter 10, we will turn our attention to the underresearched area of admiration. Algoe and Haidt (2009) explain that admiration is a reaction to excellence or skill that leads to the physiologic sensation of chills and motivates people toward self-improvement and pursuing goals. Admiration has been found to speed up learning because it energizes and inspires individuals to imitate skilled models such as great athletes or talented teachers (Haidt & Seder, 2009). In contrast with elevation, admiration is immediately arousing and energizing, leading people to work harder on their projects and goals (Algoe & Haidt, 2009). A recent study (Diesnner et al., in press) showed that an elevating video caused a greater desire to be good and to do good than an admiration video.


  This emerging science fits perfectly with media forms that are primarily observational and visual, and movie theaters and home theaters are forums that support the generation and exploration of intense emotions. This results in the following constructs (Niemiec, 2012b):


  • Cinematic elevation occurs when a) the viewer observes a portrayal of goodness or a character strength in action, b) experiences the tingling and warming sensations of inspiration, and c) is motivated to do good. One character that elicits cinematic elation is the role Ben Gandhi (1982); in this film, Kingsley displays a symphony of strengths that includes fairness, leadership, humility, hope, bravery, and perseverance.


  • Cinematic admiration occurs when viewers a) observe nonmoral excellence in a character, b) feel physiologic sensations of being energized and having “chills,” and c) are motivated to improve themselves or copy the model. Examples of typical films that are likely to elicit cinematic admiration include sport movies such as Rudy (1993) and Remember the Titans (2000), films about musical prodigies such as The Soloist (2009) and Amadeus (1984), and other films depicting genius and creativity as seen in The Social Network (2010) and Temple Grandin (2010).


  Cinematic elevation and cinematic admiration may manifest in a number of ways after a viewer observes an inspiring character or theme from a movie (Niemiec, 2010). For example, the viewer can become:


  1. Motivated to copy the protagonist’s core strengths to improve oneself or help others. Observing Andy Dufresne’s hope and perseverance in The Shawshank Redemption (1994) leads the viewer to have more hope and show more perseverance in his or her own life.


  2. Motivated to express a strength or positive quality different from what was expressed in the film. Observing the protagonist in The Artist (2011) express zest and enthusiasm for life, lose his zest, and then recover it again allows the viewer to express deeper gratitude for life.


  3. Motivated to “do good” or improve oneself, but with no specific action taken. Instead, the viewer has been primed by the movie, and positive action may be taken at a later date. The rationale for this is supported by both Bandura (1977), who noted that observed material is coded for future use, and Fredrickson (2001), who developed the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions. This theory states that positive emotions broaden one’s responses in the moment and build resources for positive coping in the future.


  The concepts of mindfulness, savoring, and flow are all directly relevant to elevation. There is something delightful about observing a character who is fully present as rain pours down (see My Life Without Me, 2003; The Shawshank Redemption, 1994; and the classic film Singin’ in the Rain, 1952), slowly deriving deep pleasure from chocolate (see Chocolat, 2000), or finding “the zone” while golfing (see The Legend of Bagger Vance, 2000; see Figure 1.7.). In a similar way, the viewer becomes elevated by watching accounts of people doing good works for others, be it in a fictional depiction (see Amélie, 2001; and an account of elevated kindness using the film: Bergsma, 2010) or based on real events (see Mother Teresa, 2003). When the viewer observes a character engaging in any of these processes, he or she is likely to be in an absorbed trance-like state and thus more receptive to modeling the values, beliefs, and behaviors depicted in the film. This makes future healthy, moral action more likely for the viewer. At the very least, the viewer leaves the film with new ideas about values and ethical behavior.
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    Figure 1.7. The Legend of Bagger Vance (2000, 20th Century Fox, DreamWorks SKG et al.). Produced by Jake Eberts, Michael Nozik, and Robert Redford. Directed by Robert Redford.


  


  For several years, one of us (Niemiec) led a monthly movie group that showed a popular or independent film, followed by a discussion of its key themes and life impact. In the moment, people reported feelings of inspiration. Years later when people were asked to name positive changes they believed were directly caused by a positive psychology movie, there were a variety of responses:


  • No memorable impact other than pleasure in the moment.


  • Latent effects where weeks after having viewed the film, people were daydreaming or simply engaged in their daily routine and the movie “popped up,” and they replayed particular scenes and images that were positive. In these instances, people seemed to relive parts of the film – for example, replaying the scene in Batman Begins (2005) where the protagonist systematically faces his fear of bats through flooding; the scenes of random acts of kindness exhibited in Amélie (2001), or the outlandish story Guido tells to outwit a Nazi guard in Life is Beautiful (1997). These latent effects tended to have a positive but nonspecific effect on mood and affect throughout the day.


  • Short-term, positive change, such as temporarily giving up alcohol after viewing Tender Mercies (1983) or Crazy Heart (2009).


  • Long-term, positive change in which the individual was inspired and empowered, and the change was sustained. Examples include a young man who viewed the Oscar-nominated documentary Food Inc. (2008) and became a vegetarian, sustaining this change when queried 2 years later. (Other people have reported similar changes after seeing Samsara, 2011). An older woman shared the fact that she had watched All Quiet on the Western Front (1930) and immediately became a peace activist, and worked for peace over the next 7 decades of her life.


  Any viewer can probably come up with a handful of examples of his or her favorite films and upon closer examination, it is likely some of these led to a positive change that could be accounted for by cinematic elevation and/or cinematic admiration. Ultimately, there are more questions than answers about these processes.


  Walt Disney once explained:


  So, in planning a new picture, we don’t think of grown-ups and we don’t think of children, but just of that fine, clean, unspoiled spot down deep in every one of us, that the world has maybe made us forget and maybe our pictures can help recall.


  Movies, especially positive psychology movies, speak to that unspoiled spot that is present in all of us; when it is tapped, cinematic elevation and cinematic admiration unfold, leading viewers to take action that improves both their lives and the lives of others.


  Strengths-Spotting in Movies


  One of the best ways to learn about strengths is to practice strengths-spotting. Traditionally, strengths-spotting occurs in one of two ways: internally (becoming aware of and identifying one’s own strengths) or externally (identifying the strengths of others). Identifying the character strengths of movie characters is a form of external strengths-spotting. This practice can then help the individual become better at noticing the strengths of oneself or others in the future.


  Movies offer an engaging platform for individuals to practice strengths-spotting. The critical factor seems to be the viewer’s intention to look for character strengths. The viewer might metaphorically put on “strengths goggles” as he or she approaches a new film. Since the 24 character strengths are universal across cultures, nations, and belief systems, it is feasible that a viewer could spot any or even all 24 of the character strengths in a given film. On a scale of 1–10 where 1 is a very low degree or minimal strengths expression and 10 is a very high degree or maximal strengths expression, some characters will be expressing their creativity at a 1 or 2, while others are expressing it at a 9 or 10. Yet, creativity is being expressed in both examples. Oftentimes, the more dynamic the character, the more strengths that can be spotted.
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    Figure 1.8. Cool Hand Luke (1967, Jalem Productions). Produced by Gordon Carroll. Directed by Stuart Rosenberg.


  


  This book lists myriad examples of character strengths that can be spotted in movies. Appendix F offers a list of several clips and the timing of the scenes in which particular strengths are displayed, while Appendices A, C, and J categorize films by character strengths that can most easily be spotted.


  Genres of Positive Psychology Films


  Some film genres are especially conducive to the production of positive psychology films, although every genre can potentially produce a film displaying human strengths. Table 1.4 lists the strengths often depicted in films of several popular genres, though it should be noted that we would not consider all of the film examples in this chart to be stellar examples of the positive psychology movie. Drama is the most diverse category, and dramatic films offer the most opportunity for different strengths to evolve.


  Some readers may question the distinction we make between religious and spiritual films. Religious films are more dogmatic and usually portray a particular religious or faith figure, group, or ritual, whereas spiritual films portray strengths that inspire and promote meaning, purpose, acceptance, and happiness. Spiritual films are the broader category, and some religious films can be very spiritual (see Chapter 12). Spiritual cinema is a relatively new genre for films, but it is becoming more accepted due to the work of the Spiritual Cinema Circle, a movie club that promotes films that tell us more about who we are and why we are here, and films that leave us feeling better about being human after we view the film (Simon, 2002). Most of the films in this book, and many if not all of the strengths themselves, can be viewed as “spiritual,” depending on how one defines spirituality. Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat (2000), who have written about and discussed spiritual movies for a decade and a half, note that these films can recreate common dilemmas, expose universal[22] truths, and provide illustrations of the ways in which characters learn about and engage in particular spiritual practices. The positive psychology film has significant overlap with these concepts; however, by definition, it employs discussion of specific human strengths and virtues based on current scientific understanding.
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  Table 1.4. Cinematic genres and corresponding strengths commonly portrayed


  

    

      

      

      

    

    

      	

        Film genre


      

      	

        Common strengths depicted


      

      	

        Typical film example


      

    


    

      	

        Animation


      

      	

        Love, kindness, fairness, perseverance


      

      	

        Aladdin (1992)


      

    


    

      	

        Comedy


      

      	

        Humor/playfulness


      

      	

        Groundhog Day (1993)


      

    


    

      	

        Action


      

      	

        Bravery, zest


      

      	

        Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981)


      

    


    

      	

        Romance


      

      	

        Love, bravery


      

      	

        Casablanca (1942)


      

    


    

      	

        Drama


      

      	

        Hope, perseverance, honesty


      

      	

        Cool Hand Luke (1967)


      

    


    

      	

        Documentary


      

      	

        Appreciation of beauty & excellence, teamwork


      

      	

        Paper Clips (2004)


      

    


    

      	

    


    

      	

        Fantasy


      

      	

        Creativity, curiosity, hope


      

      	

        The Never Ending Story (1984)


      

    


    

      	

        Western


      

      	

        Bravery, hope, humility


      

      	

        3:10 to Yuma (2007)


      

    


    

      	

        Suspense


      

      	

        Perseverance, social intelligence


      

      	

        Vertigo (1958)


      

    


    

      	

        Horror


      

      	

        Bravery, perseverance


      

      	

        Nosferatu (1922)


      

    


    

      	

        Religious


      

      	

        Hope, perspective, spirituality


      

      	

        The Ten Commandments (1956)


      

    


    

      	

        Spiritual


      

      	

        All


      

      	

        It’s a Wonderful Life (1946)


      

    


  


  Misconceptions of Positive Psychology Films


  It is well known that films perpetrate misconceptions in their representation of psychopathology (Gabbard & Gabbard, 1999; Wedding, Boyd, & Niemiec, 2010; Wedding & Niemiec, 2003). Misconceptions can be found in the depiction of strengths as well. To fully understand the characteristics of the positive psychology film, it is important to delineate what is not a positive psychology film.


  Some films depict strengths but also confuse them, such as films that are overtly Pollyannaish, those that depict an unhealthy curiosity, and those that confuse mental illness with happiness, perpetuating the misconception that taking away one’s mental illness takes away their happiness, as implied in The Movie Hero (2003).


  Positive psychology films are not necessarily lighthearted. They can be dark, intense, and potentially upsetting or graphic as they drive home important issues of the struggle of humanity, suffering, and the painful acceptance of reality. “Darker” films such as House of Sand and Fog (2003) and The Hours (2002; see Figure 1.9) are good examples of somber films with positive psychology themes.


  There are films that emphasize the antithesis of a strength, but this is not always a disservice to positive psychology filmmaking. Positive psychologists know that negative emotions and unpleasant experiences do matter, and it is the integration of the pleasant and the unpleasant, the dark and the light, the comic and the tragic that allows us to map the ingredients for improving the human condition. These “shadow” or “dark side” films can teach us a great deal about character strengths by portraying the antithesis of the [23]virtue or strength being considered. For example, films about impulse control disorders teach us about the strength of self-regulation. Films about narcissists tell us something about the strength of humility. Pessimistic characters illustrate the importance of hope and optimism; from the angry and resentful we learn about the challenges of forgiveness and mercy. Films that portray the opposites of virtues and strengths can be useful teaching tools.
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    Figure 1.9. The Hours (2002, Paramount Pictures, Miramax Films et al..). Produced by Robert Fox and Scott Rudin. Directed by Stephen Daldry.


  


  Applications in Pedagogical and Clinical Settings


  Movies provide an excellent vehicle for exploring positive psychology theories, concepts, research, and application with both student and client/ patient populations. Research generally supports the use of film as an adjunct in both the classroom and the clinic.


  Cinemeducation


  Cinemeducation is a term coined by Alexander, Hall, and Pettice (1994); it refers to the use of movies in the education setting. It appears that virtually any student population can learn much from watching films that supplement, expand, and enhance what they are learning in the classroom. Some groups that have benefited include students in the fields of psychology (Fleming, Piedmont, & Hiam, 1990; Nelson, 2002; Wedding, Boyd, & Niemiec, 2010), nursing (Raingruber, 2003), counselor education (Toman & Rak, 2000), and medicine (Alexander, 1995; Alexander & Waxman, 2000; Karlinsky, 2003).


  Raingruber (2003) conducted a phenomenological study of graduate students and found that movies were effective in promoting reflection and producing empathy, and they were an effective way of presenting ethical dilemmas for students to discuss and debate. Wilt, Evans, Muenchen, and Guegold (1995) found that the combination of movies and discussion significantly increased the empathy of students compared with controls, although empathy levels decreased to baseline by the end of the semester.


  Promising research by Rashid (2004) found that character strengths and virtues could be systematically enhanced to promote well-being, and that gains were maintained over time in a study with undergraduate and graduate students who watched positive psychology movies (along with other interventions).


  Appendix E offers key questions educators might use as a springboard for facilitating engaging classroom discussions. Appendix F also includes specific movie clip time frames to help teachers select short but powerful movie scenes appropriate for classroom use.


  Cinematherapy


  The term cinematherapy was coined by Berg-Cross, Jennings, and Baruch (1990) to describe the use of movies in psychotherapy. While the quantity of controlled research studies on cinematherapy is limited, it is clear that psychologists value the use of movies in clinical practice (Lampropoulos, Kazantzis, & Deane, 2004). There are a significant number of anecdotal and case report data documenting its benefits in building hope, providing role models, identifying and reinforcing internal strengths, facilitating communication, and helping clients prioritize values (Berg-Cross, Jennings, & Baruch, 1990; Hesley & Hesley, 1998; Schulenberg, 2003; Sharp, Smith, & Cole, 2002; Suarez, 2003; Wedding & Niemiec, 2003).


  Movie characters often can model problem-solving behaviors for clients. Not only may the client gain awareness of alternative coping strategies, but he or she is able to explore various options for coping with an issue without the risk of negative consequences that might be associated with directly implementing a decision in his or her own life (Newton, 1995).


  Films have been applied in various settings with different populations, such as in intensive hospital treatment of eating disorders (Gramaglia et al., 2011). Both statistical and clinical effectiveness in decreasing hopelessness resulted from the use of the film Lord of the Rings in a depression therapy group (Powell & Newgent, 2010).


  Other researchers have explored the use of movies in understanding death attitudes, death acceptance and meaning, and working with clients (Niemiec & Schulenberg, 2011).


  Several studies have looked at the use of cinematherapy for adolescents and children. One study conducted group cinematherapy in a residential treatment center for adolescent girls and found that this approach enhanced the quality of group therapy treatment (Bierman, Krieger, & Leifer, 2003). Snyder (1991) discussed the prosocial aspects of certain films for juvenile delinquents and the positive influence that can be exerted through the [24]identification with the characters. Another study examined the use of cinematherapy for enhancing self-esteem among young people with emotional disturbances (Powell, Newgent, & Lee, 2006). In a study of preadolescents experiencing parental divorce, Marsick (2010) used several popular films such as Finding Nemo, Kramer vs. Kramer, Fly Away Home, Parent Trap, E.T., and Author! Author! Cinematherapy helped the children in this study identify and express emotions, increased their sharing, and increased coping. Some of the questions that were asked of the children in relation to the therapeutic use of the films included (Marsick, 2010):


  • What is happening in this scene?


  • How do you think each character feels about what is happening?


  • What do you think each character is thinking about what is happening?


  • What might the child do to help cope with the situation?


  • Do you think other kids might feel like the character when their parents are divorcing?


  Moving Forward


  The rise of independent cinema over the last three decades has led to the production of numerous films that examine the human condition. Until recently, many of these films were only available to the elite or dedicated moviegoer; now with the emergence of specialized online movie clubs (e.g., Film Movement, Ironweed Films, and Spiritual Cinema Circle), cable/satellite on-demand functionality, online movie viewing, and DVD delivery systems like Netflix, a seemingly endless array of films are readily available to virtually anyone.


  This enhanced and widespread availability of films offers new opportunities for personal growth, and we believe that if we watch positive psychology movies using a strengths “lens,” the experience will make us stronger and will help us better express our best qualities for the betterment of both ourselves and others. In the spirit of practical application that we adhere to in each of the strength chapters in this book, we offer some tips for moving forward.


  

    Practical Applications


    1. View more positive psychology movies. Start with the chapter exemplars, those films that are prototypes for the expression and use of a human strength. Pay particular attention to the work of auteur (author) directors who frequently portray the human condition and suggest how to improve it. Such directors are the dominant force in the inception, creation, and final product of any given film. Wim Wenders, Peter Weir, Mike Leigh, Richard Linklater, David Cronenberg, Jean Pierre-Jeunet, Zhang Yimou, and Tom Tykwer are some of today’s best auteur directors; however, their work is not well-known in the United States.


    2. Wear your strengths goggles. The next time you watch a film, make a conscious decision to deliberately look for the strengths of the various characters. Have a list of the 24 VIA character strengths handy to assist in your “strengths-spotting.” As you notice the various strengths, make a mental note of the rationale for the strength you are seeing (e.g., I’m noticing curiosity in this character because …).


    3. Open yourself to the art and universality of movies. Before watching a film, calm yourself and let go of the stress and worry from the day. Remind yourself that the movie you are about to see is actually a work of art, made possible by the hard work of hundreds or sometimes thousands of individuals working together. Good art is a sacred experience that touches that “unspoiled spot” inside all of us.


    4. Allow yourself to experience cinematic elevation. Take pride in being stimulated, excited, and moved by a wide variety of movies. Notice the strengths and virtues portrayed on the screen, as well as each film’s messages of transformation and redemption. Be open to ideas about making changes that will improve your life or the lives of others. Use the questions in Appendix E to help you along the way.


    5. Become aware of your own signature strengths. Go to http://www.viame.org and take the VIA Survey to identify your highest strengths. You can also indirectly learn about your strengths by becoming aware of [25]those movie characters whose strengths you identify most strongly with.


    6. Connect. One of the take-home messages of positive psychology is that “other people matter” (Peterson, 2006). This is a core value inherent in many positive psychology films. Such films are about connecting more with oneself by actualizing one’s strengths, connecting more with others, and connecting more deeply with the world. As you watch these films, think about ways to enhance your connections with other people.[26]
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[29]The Virtue of Wisdom and Knowledge



  The virtue of wisdom and knowledge consists of the strengths of creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning, and perspective, all cognitive strengths that involve the use of knowledge and which often involve interacting with others. Many philosophers and leading scholars consider this virtue to be the core, the one that makes the other virtues and strengths possible. Films that portray or engender wisdom and knowledge often contain one or more strong characters who directly (by giving advice) or indirectly lead other characters in the film to important insights and self-discoveries.


  Robert Sternberg’s (1985, 1998) triarchic theory of intelligence discusses wisdom as a practical intelligence that strikes a balance between intrapersonal, interpersonal, and extrapersonal domains – the interests of self, others, and the larger community. Building upon the five wisdom and knowledge strengths helps one attain such a balance. Avey and colleagues (2012) looked specifically at these five wisdom strengths and found a link between these strengths and how people perform their jobs. They found the wisdom strengths were connected to better performance on a creative task as well as decreased stress.


  Some cinematic characters engendering wisdom and knowledge are archetypal, for example, the wise figure helping the hero on his or her journey, well-illustrated by Yoda in the Star Wars films and Gandolf in The Lord of the Rings films. Other characters with this virtue are patriarchal, such as Don Vito Corleone in The Godfather films, or matriarchal, such as Antonia in Antonia’s Line (1995). And yet other depictions of wisdom and knowledge can be more subtle, with characters slowly gaining wisdom as they move forward in their lives, as portrayed by the protagonists in Life as a House (2001) and The Fountain (2006).[30]




  [31]Chapter 2


  Creativity and Curiosity


  Creativity


  Classes will dull your mind, [and] destroy the potential for authentic creativity.


  John Nash lectures Princeton students in A Beautiful Mind


  Key Concepts


  A creative individual is defined as someone who produces ideas or behaviors that are both original and adaptive, in that they make a meaningful contribution to that person’s or another person’s life (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Another dimension of creativity is the role of free will and freedom of choice within the creative individual (Johnson-Laird, 1988).


  Big-C creativity (Simonton, 2000) is typified by extreme originality and inventiveness that is quite obvious to others, such as the creations of great painters, poets, and filmmakers, while little-c creativity refers to everyday creativity or ingenuity in which people come up with creative solutions to everyday problems. Beghetto and Kaufman (2007) extend this to a four-C model that includes the aforementioned types as well as mini-c creativity (personal discoveries) and Pro-c creativity (professional accomplishments).


  Creativity involves the process of flow, a state of consciousness in which one feels things are moving in an automatic, effortless, highly focused way (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, 1997). This is sometimes referred to as being in the “zone,” when one is free from distractions, self-consciousness, and worry. In music and art, creativity is an autotelic activity (something that is done as an end in itself), whereas most things in life are exotelic (things done for some later goal) (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).


  Relevant Research


  Leading researchers in the field of creativity (e.g., Dean Simonton, Robert Sternberg, James Kaufman, and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi) have emphasized case studies, interviews, and questionnaires of creative individuals as ways to gather a better understanding of the often elusive construct of creativity. In this same tradition, we focus on examining individual characters in films.


  Highly creative individuals are not necessarily intellectually brilliant; instead, it is their disposition to independence, unconventionality, cognitive flexibility, and a risk-taking approach that characterizes their creative personality strengths (Feist, 1998; Simonton, 2000). Sternberg (1988a) discusses three important facets in the study of creativity: intelligence, style, and personality. These attributes account for individual differences in creativity and the numerous ways in which people can be creative.


  Regarding the relationship between creativity and psychopathology, it is true that individuals with psychological disorders such as bipolar disorder tend to have higher levels of creativity than persons without the disorder, but this finding is often misinterpreted. The periods of creativity in these individuals typically occur during healthy periods in which the person draws upon the experiences that occurred in their manic, hypomanic, or depressed phase (Jamison, 1993).


  Meta-analyses have found that creativity training is clearly effective, with large effect sizes, and appears to be beneficial for a variety of people. One analysis conducted almost 40 years ago analyzed 142 studies and found that 72% of creativity training programs were successful. A more recent analysis found large effect sizes and documented that creativity training programs are effective in boosting divergent thinking and problem solving, and in addition they enhanced performance, influenced behavior, and altered attitudes (Scott, Leritz, & Mumford, 2004). Divergent thinking refers to the capacity to generate multiple alternative solutions as opposed to the one correct solution; it is one of the most important features of creative thought.


  There is an ongoing controversy among creativity researchers concerning the links between creativity and genius. Authors like Kay Redfield Jamison (1993, 1996, 2011) have made compelling arguments supporting a link between creativity and affective illness (especially bipolar disorder); however, Judith Schlesinger has challenged these findings in her book The Insanity Hoax: Exposing the Myth of the Mad Genius (2012). Rich (2012) evaluated the arguments on both sides of the debate and concluded “the jury is still out on the mad genius controversy.”


  

    

      [32]Exemplar
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    Figure 2.1. Life Is Beautiful (1997, Italy, Cecchi Gori Group, Melampo Cinematografica et al.). Produced by Gianluigi Braschi, John Davis, and Elda Ferri. Directed by Roberto Benigni.


    When one thinks of creative individuals, artists like Van Gogh and Picasso or musicians such as Mozart and Beethoven come to mind, but our exemplar character for the strength of creativity is neither. The character of Guido Orefice in Roberto Benigni’s fable Life Is Beautiful (1997) is a figure of enormous creativity (see Figure 2.1). In the film’s early scenes Guido (Benigni), a Jewish man, courts a local woman, Dora, in a small Italian town during[33] the period of the rise of Nazi Germany. Eventually they get married and have a child, Joshua (spelled “Giosue” in the credits). Soon the family is abruptly separated as they are forced into trains heading to a concentration camp, Guido and Joshua in one train and Dora in another.


    Although never stated explicitly, there are two parts to the film: the pre–concentration camp scenes and the concentration camp scenes. Each contains a different variation of a love story. In the first part, Guido courts Dora, in the second he protects Joshua, and it is Guido’s strength of creativity that spurs the love and humor in both parts. A confidant gives Guido inspiring wisdom to follow: “Schopenhauer says that with willpower, you can do anything. ‘I am what I want to be.’” This describes Guido’s approach, and it is inspiration that drives his creativity and his determination to cope with whatever the future brings.


    Signature Strengths


    • Creativity: Guido’s natural creativity emerges as he repeatedly finds multiple ways to handle problems that arise (divergent thinking), particularly when in the concentration camp.


    • Love: Guido’s love for his wife (Dora) and his son is almost palpable. Early in the film, when he is shown falling in love with Dora, he teases her by saying:


    You can’t imagine how much I feel like making love to you. But I’ll never tell anyone, especially not you. They’d have to torture me to make me say it … [and] I want to make love to you – not just once, but over and over again! But I’ll never tell you that. I’d have to be crazy to tell you. I’d even make love to you now … right here for the rest of my life.


    • Social Intelligence: Guido knows how to use humor to diffuse tension and get what he wants from the guards and the other concentration camp prisoners. The scene in which he pretends to translate the German concentration camp rules into Italian is unforgettable.


    • Zest: Guido’s character is attractive in part because of his passion for life – his joie de vivre. Guido’s zest is apparent in the first part of the film as he shows enthusiasm for life and then in the second part of the film when he uses humor and enthusiasm to entertain his son.


    • Humor: Guido is playful and funny throughout the film. He uses humor to distract and engage his son and to connect with Dora.


    • Hope: Guido remains optimistic and hopeful until his death, despite the terrible circumstances in which he finds himself, and he is determined to see that his son is safe and protected.


    Strength Dynamics


    In one of the opening scenes, when Guido is saying goodbye to his future wife, Dora, he suavely tips his hat using a cane from behind his back to give the appearance that the hat is lifting up by itself. In the first part of the film, Guido’s creativity is naturally present – he solves riddles that an upper class physician agonizes over for weeks, he gives an animated, extemporaneous speech mocking the racism of an elite school, and he courts Dora by arranging “spontaneous” moments to run into her. On a practical level, he is a whiz with wires, demonstrating creative ways to make gifts and open locks. At times of duress in which some people would be devastated and debilitated, he uses stressors in a productive way; for example, his uncle’s horse is painted green with racist words written on it, and Guido responds by riding the horse to the head table at an exclusive party filled with racist elitists and encouraging Dora to ride away with him.


    In the second part of the film, Guido faces serious, life-threatening obstacles and must use his creativity to survive and keep his son safe. Guido’s strength of creativity is evident in the ways in which he becomes enthusiastic and excited about extreme situations so that his son does not sense his concern. As Guido stands in line with his son and uncle to board the concentration camp train, he quickly sizes up the situation and allays his son’s confusion, telling his son that he has bought tickets for this “ride” and framing the trip as a surprise for his son’s upcoming birthday.


    Guido: You’ve never ridden on a train, have you? They’re fantastic! Everybody stands up, close together, and there are no seats!


    Joshua: There aren’t any seats?


    Guido: Seats? On a train? It’s obvious you’ve never ridden one before! No, everybody’s packed in, standing up. Look at this line to get on! Hey, we’ve got tickets, save room for us!


    Guido sees each tragic experience as an opportunity, and he is purposefully positive in his attitude and facial expressions throughout the experiences, which helps him maintain the façade that he and his son are in control, not the Nazis.


    After getting off the train, Joshua asks Guido what kind of game this is, and Guido uses this question to create a detailed game. In a classic scene, Guido, who does not know German, offers to translate the instructions of a German Nazi officer for the group of Jewish men boarded up with him. With pure creativity and spontaneity, to maintain the game for the protection of his son, Guido risks his life, interpreting as follows:


    The game starts now. You have to score one thousand points. If you do that, you take home a tank with a big gun. Each day we will announce the scores from that loudspeaker. The one who has the fewest points will have to wear a sign that says “Jackass” on his back. There are three ways to lose points. One, turning into a crybaby. Two, telling us you want to see your mommy. Three, saying you’re hungry and want something to eat. [34]


    Guido’s approach may seem unrealistic and implausible; however, this is neither the point of the fable nor the purpose of our discussion. The film aims for the viewer to examine the strengths of character and how these strengths are used to overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles.


    As a creative person, Guido comes up with ideas and behaviors that are highly original and adaptive to the situation in which he finds himself. More specifically, Guido exhibits the characteristics of a creative person in terms of traits, cognitive abilities, and processing style or approach to problems, as outlined by Tardif and Sternberg (1988). These traits include high intelligence, verbal fluency, and imagination, all of which Guido displays, with the strongest trait being his extraordinary imagination. He embodies the cognitive abilities as well in that he survives by thinking metaphorically, making flexible decisions, coping creatively with novelty, and finding order in chaos. In terms of style, he relates to the world using broad categories, effectively uses nonverbal communication, builds new rather than using existing structures, questions norms, is alert to novelty, and uses existing knowledge as a platform for new ideas. His nonverbal communication is portrayed as an animated mixture of facial expressions, winks, hand gestures, and body motions.


    Simonton (1988; 2000) has discussed how creativity can be analyzed in terms of mental process, products that result from the process or person, or an act of persuasion. Consider Guido from the perspective of each of these approaches: The way Guido processes information is creative in its spontaneity and flexibility; the end product – a game within a concentration camp – reflects creativity of enormous proportions; and his personality comes through in numerous scenes in the film. The persuasive quality of creativity emerges as we watch Guido impressing or leading others. He is powerfully persuasive in his efforts to influence his wife (he eventually persuades her to marry him) and save the life of his son.


    Benefits


    The benefits associated with Guido’s signature strengths are clear: His son survives the war and he is actually never forced to fully confront the horrors of life in a concentration camp. His father continues to play the game he has invented to the very end, goose stepping in front of a guard as he is led off to be executed, knowing his son was watching from a safe hiding place.


    Guido’s character thrives because of a combination of strengths that go beyond creativity, such as love, social intelligence, bravery, persistence, perspective, humor, self-regulation, and hope. Nevertheless, everything of consequence in the film seems to originate with Guido’s creativity. He loves creatively, plays creatively, and even his perseverance is creative. Each act of humor and playfulness – every joke, facial expression, and comical nonverbal gesture – is a product of his creativity. These help him find happiness when he is with his family.


    Coping


    It is hard to imagine an environment more dehumanizing than a concentration camp. As political philosopher Hannah Arendt has noted, concentration camps made death anonymous and in doing so they robbed death of its meaning as the end of a fulfilled life. Guido refused to capitulate to the circumstances in which he found himself (and his son); instead, he copes by inventing a complicated, detailed game that he plays with his son until moments before Guido is shot at the end of the film.


    Guido’s creativity clearly extends to his son, wife, and all those with whom he comes in contact. It buffers stress for his son, but also facilitates his own attempts to cope with life in a concentration camp.


    Final Comments


    It is interesting to speculate about which of the 24 character strengths were most dominant among the survivors of concentration camps, and which strengths assisted most with coping and endurance. Whereas the fictional Guido coped by drawing upon his strength of creativity, it is clear Viktor Frankl (1984) tapped his strengths of spirituality/ meaning, curiosity, and judgment, while Elie Wiesel (1969) used prudence and perseverance as major coping mechanisms. Guido defeated the Nazis with his creative humor, while Frankl and Wiesel defeated them by surviving.


    Director Roberto Benigni’s father was in fact incarcerated in a concentration camp, and the story is partly autobiographical. Life is Beautiful won the Grand Prize at the 1998 Cannes Film Festival, and Benigni won a Best Actor Academy Award for his role in the film. Benigni approaches his subject matter delicately and maintains an uncanny balance between humor and horror. He is a precise and skillful director who has managed to produce a film that is funny and at the same time respectful of the experience of Holocaust survivors.


  


  [35]Creativity at the Movies


  Films themselves are art forms that represent the process and products of creativity. Each element in the filmmaking process – set design, acting, lighting, and editing – is infused with creativity. This is strikingly evident in some films. Few would disagree that the brilliant and colorful set designs of the chocolate factory in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005) or the unique and foreboding scenes and overall appearance of The City of Lost Children (1995) exhibit creativity. Likewise, the characters in The Lord of the Rings and the two Star Wars trilogies represent a profound achievement in originality and novelty, the stories, direction, cinematography, and production notwithstanding. Watching such intense creativity in films can inspire the viewer and help him or her become more creative.


  In some instances, the film-as-a-whole is a salient example of creativity. For example, the popular drama/mystery Memento (2000) is a film that progresses backward and forward simultaneously. Russian Ark (2002) is a remarkable creative achievement in that the entire 99-min film occurs in one camera take. A split screen strategy is used in Conversation(s) With Other Women (2005) to simultaneously show both a man and a woman, and in AKA (2002), most of the film is presented in three sections to simultaneously show past and present, different character reactions, different camera angles, and the behavior of the characters.


  Big-C creativity can be seen in poignant films such as A Beautiful Mind (2001), in which John Nash, a mathematical genius and a person with schizophrenia, is constantly seeking “that one original idea” (see Figure 2.2). Because of his hard work and mathematical creativity, Nash developed several original theories, one of which led to a Nobel Prize.


  A few films that highlight everyday creativity, or little-c creativity, are Bridge to Terabithia (2007), Henry Fool (1997), and Canvas (2006). In Canvas, the protagonist expresses herself through painting as a way to cope with the symptoms of her schizophrenia. Deeply meaningful, everyday creativity also occurs in Once (2006), a film in which two young adults develop a platonic intimacy by sharing their emotional pains and joys [36]through lyrics, conversation, and playing guitar and piano together.


  [image: image]


  Figure 2.2. A Beautiful Mind (2001, Universal Pictures, DeamWorks SKG et al.). Produced by Brian Grazer and Ron Howard. Directed by Ron Howard.


  Creativity is an important outlet for coping with difficult situations and stressors. The protagonist Edward in Edward Scissorhands (1990) is an ostracized, “crippled,” and stigmatized character; however, Edward embraces his unique physical trait, having scissors for hands, and develops it as a creative outlet, carving ice and various bushes into elaborate figures. In the film The Terminal (2004), there is little doubt that it is the strength of creativity that buffers the trauma that Viktor (Tom Hanks) faces. Upon being trapped in an airport, he displays a marvelous level of little-c adaptation and resourcefulness to survive, thrive, and turn his grim circumstances into opportunity.


  Recent films that display characters exhibiting tremendous creativity include Marley (2012), a biopic about the life of the legendary Bob Marley; Hugo (2011), Martin Scorsese’s homage to the early days of cinema; and Argo (2012), Ben Affleck’s gripping film about the 1979 takeover of the American Embassy in Tehran. Argo, based on a true story, has Affleck playing CIA operative Tony Mendez, a character who uses the character strengths of creativity, teamwork, leadership, self-regulation, hope, perseverance, bravery, and social intelligence to help six hostages escape what would have been almost certain death without his involvement. This character’s creativity is seen most clearly in the ruse he creates and implements (impersonating a Canadian film crew filming a science fiction movie in Iran) to get the hostages to safety.


  Creative Children and Adolescents


  Louder Than a Bomb (2010) illustrates the power of looking within to discover one’s capacity to be creative and to express oneself in profoundly unique ways. This documentary portrays high school students from Chicago schools creating and performing individual and group poetry in the largest “poetry slam” competition in the United States. Creativity is shown as a direct mechanism for building a strong team, letting go of suffering, revealing one’s core identity, building bridges with those from different backgrounds, and boosting kindness to others.


  In Bridge to Terabithia, two ostracized adolescents use their imagination to create a private world in a nearby forest; similar use of creative imagination is found in the animated film Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs (2010). In Cloudy, an isolated and lonely adolescent is a creative inventor who grows up creating trinkets and various inventions as a way of entertaining himself. The boy invents a machine that makes the sky rain down different types of food each day. As is common when individuals have a signature strength of creativity, it must be balanced with the strength of prudence (which is often low) in order to bring balance to the innovation; this balance is not found in the film, and the new machine threatens to destroy the human race.


  Some of the best examples of creativity in children and adolescents can be found in films outside the United States; these films are discussed in the International Cinema section later in this chapter.


  Creative Innovators and Artists


  Artists, scientists, speakers, and innovators make numerous choices as they create art, prepare a speech, or invent something new. It is easy for these creators or anyone observing a person during the creation process to overlook these multiple decisions, as both the creator and the viewer are often in a state of flow. The artist does not consciously reflect on each brushstroke, just as the writer does not take time to consider every possible combination of words that could be used to construct each new sentence. Likewise, a member of the audience listening to a skilled orator will be in the flow state and focused on the tempo, power, and cadence of the words, not on the many decisions the speaker had to make when writing the speech. The spectrum of creativity is well-portrayed in movies from the big-C creativity of a master architect in Sketches of Frank Gehry (2005) to the little-c creativity of an artist who creates ephemeral, organic sculptures made from ice, mud, grass, water, and stone as documented in Rivers and Tides (2001, Germany/Finland).


  The use of creativity to manage a physical illness is portrayed in My Left Foot: The Story of Christy Brown (1989), a film based on the true story of a successful artist/author who triumphed over cerebral palsy. Brown was born in 1932 and grew up as part of a large, poor, working-class Irish family. Both the public and local physicians were ignorant about cerebral palsy, and people with the disorder were ignored or hidden away. The film portrays a young Christy Brown as he struggles to sit up and with great effort crawls across the floor. One day, to his family’s utter shock, he begins to communicate with them by writing the word mother in chalk with his left foot. Creativity plays a significant role as Brown not only finds creative [37]ways to cope with cerebral palsy, but also learns to paint and write poetry.


  The Sessions (2012) is a more recent film, also based on a true story, about a man who had to live much of his life in an iron lung after contracting polio as a child. However, the man, Mark O’Brien, does not let his illness ruin his life. He responds creatively to this major life challenge, and this strength opens up his other signature strengths of perseverance, honesty, hope, humor, self-regulation, and love of learning to eventually earn an undergraduate degree from University of California, Berkeley. He decides that it is important for him to lose his virginity at the age of 38, gets permission from his priest, played by William H. Macy (who says, “I think God will give you a pass on this one”), and proceeds to hire a sexual surrogate, played by Helen Hunt. The film is a celebration of love in all its many forms.


  The use of creativity and innovation to cope with mental illness is portrayed in The Aviator (2004). This outstanding film, based on the real-life story of aviation innovator Howard Hughes, depicts a man who tapped into and expressed his ingenuity and astounding creativity by identifying ways to keep his well-documented obsessive-compulsive disorder under control. By the end of the film, Hughes is becoming unraveled by his illness when under stress, and there is little doubt that he was psychotic at the end of his life.


  Films about renowned musicians often depict big-C creativity. Jamie Foxx as Ray Charles in Ray (2004), Kevin Kline as Cole Porter in De-Lovely (2004), and Kevin Spacey as Bobby Darin in Beyond the Sea (2004) are all good examples. However, the strength of creativity is most striking in Joaquin Phoenix playing the role of Johnny Cash in Walk the Line (2005). Cash’s creativity enhances his other strengths, such as psychological courage, love, and (ultimately) self-regulation. The strength of musical creativity through vocal and stage performances is also illustrated in Chicago (2002), Dreamgirls (2006), and Hairspray (2007). The award winning films Shine (1996) and Amadeus (1984) reveal the creativity of musical genius. In Amadeus, Mozart and his rival Salieri are depicted as two ambitious men who were probably equivalent in terms of intelligence and musical expertise; however, as Sternberg (1988) reflects, it was Mozart’s superior creativity that made him remembered over the decades, while Salieri is all but forgotten.


  As our world becomes increasingly digital and interconnected, many people will express big-C creativity as they “invent” products that connect large numbers of people; clear examples of this can be found in The Social Network (2010), a film about Mark Zuckerberg’s creation of Facebook, and the story of Josh Harris, a pioneer in Internet and media in the 1990s in We Live in Public (2009).


  Inventors are naturally creative, and some excellent films that depict the creative process of invention include Edison, the Man (1940), Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (1968), The Absent-Minded Professor (1961), Back to the Future (1985), and Tucker: The Man and His Dream (1988). It is clear that the inventors in these films have original ideas; however, do they also display the second element of the broad definition of creativity – adaptability? Some clearly do, as is illustrated in any film based on the work of Thomas Edison. Other examples are less clear. In Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory (1971) and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005) the viewer does not see the invention process; instead, he or she sees only the product, a spectacle of mansion-sized rooms filled with originality.


  The struggle to balance creativity and perseverance can be seen in the true story Flash of Genius (2008) in which Greg Kinnear portrays Robert Kearns, the man who invented the intermittent windshield wiper. Kearns attempts to sell the idea to the auto industry, but his idea is stolen; he spends so much time (several years) persevering in the fight for his case that it alienates him from his children, and he is eventually hospitalized with a breakdown.


  Everyday creativity is evident in the poetry of Meg, a troubled, lonely adolescent in Blue Car (2003). Meg finds solace in the support of her advanced placement English teacher who praises her poetry to further advance the “grooming” that inevitably leads to sexual exploitation (Young, 1997). Nevertheless, Meg’s creativity strength overcomes this traumatic experience and gives her the courage necessary to confront her abuser at an important poetry contest. Mrs. Henderson Presents (2005) is based on a true story of innovator Laura Henderson (Judi Dench), a newly widowed woman who purchases an old theater and shows considerable ingenuity as she confronts the hypocrisy of her era by elegantly bringing nudity to the stage.


  Creative Therapists


  There is a dearth of balanced portrayals of psychologists in films (Niemiec & Wedding, 2006), so it is not surprising that healthy displays of creative [38]therapeutic interventions are rare. Two noteworthy exceptions are Don Cheadle’s role as Dr. David Monroe, a hospital psychologist, in Manic (2001), and Denzel Washington’s role as Dr. Jerome Davenport, a military psychiatrist, in Antwone Fisher (2002). Both therapists inspire hope and build resiliency in troubled youth by using creative interventions. Monroe leads group therapy for a complex mix of angry, rebellious, depressed, and abused adolescents. While many therapists would write off most of these adolescents as lost causes who are not likely to contribute to society, Monroe does not: He challenges the group to consider what gives their life meaning; inspires them with advice countering escapist behavior, “wherever you are going you are still gonna be there” (echoing Jon Kabat-Zinn’s book on everyday mindfulness entitled, Wherever You Go, There You Are); and he offers positive reinterpretations of their thinking. Monroe asks the group what is important to each of them, and they respond with answers such as protecting one’s gang and playing video games, to which Monroe creatively offers interpretations of the value of friendship and imagination.


  In Antwone Fisher, on the other hand, Davenport accepts his client’s resistance and uses paradoxical interventions to connect with the resistant Antwone. Paradoxical interventions, in the hands of a skilled therapist, are some of the most creative ways to work with clients; examples are found in the work of highly skilled, master therapists such as Milton Erickson, Jay Haley, Jeffrey Zeig, and Ernest Rossi.


  Creative Teachers


  Whenever a film includes a good-hearted teacher as the protagonist, creativity is inevitably one of his or her main strengths. Examples include Edward James Olmos in Stand and Deliver (1988), Robin Williams in Dead Poets Society (1989), Richard Dreyfuss in Mr. Holland’s Opus (1995), Kevin Kline in The Emperor’s Club (2002), and Julia Roberts in Mona Lisa Smile (2003). In each, a flawed but well-intentioned teacher uses creative methods to connect with his or her students. Each teacher creatively uses words to inspire their students:


  There will be no free rides, no excuses. You already have two strikes against you: your name and your complexion. Because of those two strikes, there are some people in this world who will assume you know less than you do … the only thing I ask from you is ganas. (Stand and Deliver)


  Seize the day. Make your lives extraordinary. (Dead Poets Society)


  Now we all have a great need for acceptance, but you must trust that your beliefs are unique, your own, even though others might think them odd or unpopular. (Dead Poets Society)


  Boys, you must strive to find your own voice. Because the longer you wait to begin, the less likely you are to find it at all. (Dead Poets Society)


  Playing music is supposed to be fun. It’s about heart, it’s about feelings, moving people, and something beautiful, and it’s not about notes on a page. I can teach you notes on a page. I can’t teach you that other stuff. (Mr. Holland’s Opus)


  Great ambition and conquest without contribution is without significance. What will your contribution be? How will history remember you? (The Emperor’s Club)


  Look beyond the paint. Let us try to open our minds to a new idea. (Mona Lisa Smile)


  Creativity is a necessary strength for all teachers, particularly those working with young children or difficult students. The creativity of teachers serving vulnerable populations has inspired many dramatic and documentary filmmakers; examples include teachers of inner-city youth, persons with disabilities, and prisoners. Freedom Writers (2007) is based on the true story of high school teacher Erin Gruwell and the creative measures she takes to instill tolerance, respect, understanding, and hope in her inner-city freshmen and sophomore students. Gruwell’s approach is to see opportunities, not obstacles. Her approach is playful, and she works with the students at their own level of learning, encouraging them to make choices on their own. She defends her students, modeling for colleagues and parents how they can reframe their perceptions of the students from “unteachable” to “misunderstood.” The film is an excellent example of how a teacher can utilize his or her creativity to make a difference and have a direct impact on students’ lives.


  Creativity with another vulnerable population is evident in Shakespeare Behind Bars (2005), a documentary depicting prisoners in a moderatesecurity prison in Kentucky. Each of the men is challenged to tap his creative resources as they move outside their comfort zones to rehearse and perform Shakespearean plays. Many of the [39]men were previously unaware that they had the strength of creativity prior to this experience (a phenomenon called “strength blindness”). No doubt, part of the transformation these men experience in this process is the innovation that each man is paired with a Shakespearean character who is struggling with a similar issue – for example, for a performance of The Tempest, the man playing Prospero is working on his forgiveness strength, and the man playing Miranda works on his emotional/social intelligence. An equally moving documentary that uses Shakespeare to spur creativity, but with a very different population, is The Hobart Shakespeareans (2005). Rafe Esquith, a fifth-grade public school teacher in Los Angeles, displays enormous creativity as he set up his classroom to simulate the real world to help engage his English-as-second-language students. Yellow Brick Road (2005) chronicles the rehearsals of developmentally disabled children and adults preparing for a theatrical performance of The Wizard of Oz. The creative program director works hard to elicit the specific character strengths of each performer. The impact is clear: The actors grow and develop in their characters and their roles, and themes of common humanity, fairness, teamwork, perseverance, and community support abound.


  Creativity: Overuse, Underuse, and Unhealthy Aspects


  Too much creativity results in eccentricity (overuse); too little produces insipid conformity (underuse). In addition, a number of authors have noted the dark side of creativity. Gino and Ariely (2012), for example, found in several studies that people with creative personalities are more prone to be dishonest as they are able to easily justify their unethical behavior, and Cropley, Cropley, Kaufman, and Runco have written a book titled The Dark Side of Creativity (2011).


  The underuse of creativity can be described by words like insipid, bland, dull, and unoriginal. The Accidental Tourist (1988) depicts the insipid existence of travel writer Macon Leary who seems to be sleepwalking through his life following the death of his son. The metaphor of sleepwalking through life on “automatic pilot” is common in films – consider Edward Norton’s and Kevin Spacey’s characters during the beginning scenes of Fight Club (1999) and American Beauty (1999), respectively. Both take action to cope with their dull lives, the former unconsciously dissociates while the latter changes his passive attitude. The characters in Steven Soderbergh’s simple but remarkable film Bubble (2005) live a bland and dull life working in a factory, at least until their routines are disrupted by the arrival of a new employee. Viewing such films can be a reality check, reflecting one’s own untapped resources of creativity and a life not fully lived. Harvey Pekar, a curmudgeon and comic strip writer depicted in American Splendor (2003), is a classic portrayal of apathy; as he becomes more involved in the creation of a comic strip based on his life, his boring, disorganized, and messy life begins to change.


  Creativity gone awry can be seen in the film Catfish (2010), a movie in which a woman misuses creativity by making up fictitious Facebook characters, creating faux relationships, and misusing social networks.


  Creativity and psychopathology can be interrelated: They are not mutually exclusive, nor are they diametric opposites. Wedding, Boyd, and Niemiec (2010) provide numerous film examples of this connection between mental illness and creativity. The mood disorders of poets and painters have been well-documented and make for interesting cinematic stories: for example, Van Gogh in Vincent (1987) and Lust for Life (1956), Sylvia Plath in The Bell Jar (1979) and Sylvia (2003), and Jackson Pollock in Pollock (2000). The mental anguish resulting from chronic pain and the use of creative artistry to cope with suffering is portrayed in Frida (2002). This coping theme is also addressed in persons with schizophrenia in A Beautiful Mind (2001) and Proof (2005).


  Enablers and Inhibitors


  Creativity is enhanced by environments that are supportive, open, and reinforcing; while time pressure, constant critiques, and close supervision all inhibit creativity (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Internal obstacles to activating one’s creative strength include exhaustion from demands and pressures, distractedness, laziness, limited discipline, and a lack of awareness of one’s own creative energy (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).


  Since it is easier to inhibit creativity than to facilitate it, strategies and interventions can be designed to maximize the potential for individual creativity. Creative idea generation can be boosted by deliberation or engagement in another activity for a moderate length of time to allow for [40]enhanced unconscious thoughts to unfold (Yang et al., 2012). Another enabling factor facilitating originality and creative insights occurs when an individual is energized and activated (Baas, De Dreu, & Nijstad, 2011). Contrary to what might be expected, one study found that distrust enhanced creativity because it promotes the thinking about less obvious alternatives in situations (Mayer & Mussweiler, 2011). A meta-analysis found that the most optimal school environments were those with high competition but low friction, schools in which the teacher encouraged creative thought and provided students with opportunities to manipulate materials, participate in open discussions, self-evaluate, and initiate learning independently. The same study found that the most optimal work environments for fostering creativity were those that were quiet, alcohol-free, natural (e.g., with exposure to the natural environment such as a view from a window), relaxed, and unrestrained (Ma, 2009). More specifically, innovation and creativity can be encouraged by presenting employees with meaningful, challenging, and engaging work that stimulates thinking and the exchange of thoughts around important issues (Hunter, Bedell, & Mumford, 2007).


  

    Practical Applications


    1. Practice divergent thinking. This is one of the strongest findings for boosting creativity and involves coming up with multiple ways of solving a given problem. When you feel stuck, research has found that stepping away from the problem and engaging briefly in another activity will often elicit unconscious creative ideas.


    2. Increase your curiosity and interest in learning throughout the day. Take interest in daily activities, be surprised and surprise others, and seek out novelty. How do the creative characters mentioned in this chapter use their curiosity to approach their daily activities, environment, or job?


    3. Decrease periods of entropy in which your mind slips into mindlessness and randomness. Watch one of the films about creative teachers discussed earlier and observe the teacher’s reactions, responses, language, and behaviors. What specific behaviors help him or her prevent entropy?


    4. Protect time regularly for creative endeavors that you most enjoy. Think less about outcome, money, and potential notoriety that may result from your behavior, and practice fully being with the behavior itself. In films about creative people (e.g., The Aviator), how does the innovator protect his or her time in order to fully engage creative processes?


    5. Practice a form of meditation. Enigmatic film director David Lynch (director of Blue Velvet, Lost Highway, The Straight Story, and Mulholland Drive) meditates twice a day to enhance and tap into his creative processes as a filmmaker. A devout meditator for 34 years, Lynch went on a lecture tour titled “Consciousness, Creativity, and the Brain” to speak to students at universities around the country about the way meditation can be used to promote inner and world peace and improve creativity. Harvard scientist Ellen Langer speaks about a direct connection between mindfulness and creativity, saying, “If we are mindfully creative, the circumstances of the moment will tell us what to do” (Langer, 2005). If you are a beginner to meditation, start with a few minutes at the same time every day.


  


  International Cinema


  Creativity is a common strength portrayed in international cinema, and examples are virtually endless. We describe some of the best examples below.


  To Be and to Have (2002, France) is an outstanding pseudodocumentary of a one-room school in a rural farming community. The teacher, Mr. Georges Lopez, finds creative ways to educate his students who range in age from 4 to 12 and have a variety of childhood problems, including problems with attention, conduct, and development. With his ingenuity, Mr. Lopez reaches the different learning levels in this eclectic class. In one scene, two young students get a conflict management lesson: Mr. Lopez teaches them through their words the power and pain of verbal assaults and the uselessness of physical fighting, explaining that both children are equally strong and that each one will be stronger than the other at times. The students learn the important life values of empathy, communication, discipline, and helping those who are [41]struggling. Mr. Lopez is adept at finding “teachable moments” for each child and seems to know exactly what to say and when to say it. He clearly is emotionally intelligent (Goleman, 1995), sensing each child’s emotions and needs, setting boundaries, and allowing space for emotional outlet.


  It is common for viewers to ask, “How did they get these ‘nonactor’ children to respond in such a natural way while being filmed?” The director, Nicolas Philibert, visited 300 schools before deciding which to film, and then spent a lot of time building trust with the children and getting them accustomed to having cameras around throughout the school year. Philibert explains that his films always address the question, “How do you learn to live with others and their wishes?” Philibert did this literally with To Be and to Have during the pre-production and production process and clearly elicits this theme in the film.


  To Be and to Have can be an inspiration for teachers and parents who can benefit by adopting some of the creative interventions illustrated. The film inspires by documenting that all students can be reached in the classroom and taught, if a teacher has enough creativity and dedication.


  Mirco, a young boy in Red Like the Sky (2006, Italy), becomes blind after a fluke accident and learns to use his other senses to express individual and group creativity. Creativity triggers other strengths such as humor/playfulness and teamwork. Mirco’s character is contrasted with the headmaster who is physically blind but also blind to the strengths of his students as he attempts to rigidly control and suppress student creativity at every turn. This film is inspired by the true story of Mirco Mencacci, one of the most gifted Italian sound editors working today.


  

    

      Listen, Mirco. Listen. You have something special inside. Something unique, that only you have, that nobody else has got. Promise me, when you leave you won’t let anyone take that away from you.


      Mirco’s teacher, mentor, and priest


      in Red Like the Sky
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    Figure 2.3. Pan’s Labyrinth (2006, Spain/Mexico, Estudios Picasso, Tequila Grang et al.). Produced by Alvaro Augustin, Alfonso Cuaron, Bertha Navarro, Guillermo de Toro, and Frida Torresblanco. Directed by Guillermo del Toro.


  


  [42]Pan’s Labyrinth (2006, Mexico) is a perfect example of how the creativity of a film’s visionary, in this case director Guillermo del Toro, becomes the creativity of the film’s protagonist (see Figure 2.3). A young girl, Ofelia, creates an elaborate fairy tale kingdom housed in a labyrinth, in order to escape the struggles of her transition to living with her mother and her mother’s new husband, the rigid, fascist, and militaristic Captain Vidal. As Ofelia explores her environment, she constructs a quest with three tasks she must complete to save her newborn brother. The astounding creativity of Ofelia’s imagination is reminiscent of other lead characters who seem to have especially creative imaginations; examples include Alice in Alice in Wonderland (1951, 2010), and Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz (1939) and Return to Oz (1985). Ofelia’s creativity presents as more conscious and active since it does not occur during a dream state or loss of consciousness.


  Other films depicting young characters who tap into creativity as a coping strategy include Ponette (1996, France), in which a young girl finds creative ways to cope with the loss of her mother, and Right Now (2004, France). In the latter, an adolescent falls in love with a bank robber and leaves the country with him, at least until he suddenly abandons her in a foreign country. Throughout these misadventures, the girl is frequently depicted building upon her creative talents by drawing and sketching; these activities are her ways of coping with the dramatic changes occurring in her life.


  Billy Elliot (2000, UK) depicts a young boy, Billy, who is trapped in a coal mining family’s struggle during one of Britain’s worst strikes. While performing miserably during boxing practice, Billy takes notice of an all-girls ballet class practicing near the boxing ring. He connects with the teacher and discovers his own remarkable talent for dancing. Dancing becomes a pertinent creative outlet as Billy copes with powerful masculine role stereotypes and family and community tension. He expresses this distress in his intense movement of the dance. Coupled with creativity and curiosity, Billy displays the strengths of perseverance, hope, and zest. This film is a good example of discovering a hidden strength and then maximizing it. It is interesting to connect Billy’s rise to self-actualization using Maslow’s (1998) hierarchy of needs, in that he satisfies each of the lower needs, and it is only after he receives his father’s acceptance and love that he reaches his full potential.


  In two excellent films from Asia, The Overture (2004, Thailand) and Together (2002, China), adolescents find emotional expression through their music. Both address the distinction some researchers make between talent and strength: Talent is innate, while strength is voluntary, controllable, and morally valued (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The protagonists in these films have an innate ability to understand and play music; this becomes relevant only after they employ their character strengths to nurture their talent, stay open to specialized training, persevere and dedicate their time, and sacrifice other interests. They combine their talents and strengths and use music to express pain and love, to cope with conflict, and to mature in their development and their care for humanity.


  Monsieur Lazhar (2011, Canada) is a sensitive and highly recommended film about an illegal Algerian immigrant who takes over teaching a sixth-grade class in Montréal after the regular teacher hangs herself in the classroom. Monsieur Lazher uses his signature strength of creativity to teach his students – and himself – how to deal with grief.


  


  [43]Curiosity


  Interest can produce learning on a scale compared to fear as a nuclear


  explosion to a firecracker.


  Stanley Kubrick, renowned filmmaker


  Mama always said life was like a box of chocolates.


  You never know what you’re gonna get.


  Forrest Gump in Forrest Gump


  Key Concepts


  Curiosity involves taking an interest in ongoing experience, and it consists of two important elements: novelty seeking and an intrinsic desire to increase one’s knowledge (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Silvia & Kashdan, 2009). It leads to action (often a new action) and it involves cognition, emotion, and/or behavior. Curiosity is generally believed to be a trait that is stable across the lifespan. Explorers and scientists are good examples of curious individuals. Curious people tend to find satisfaction in action, experience, and in interaction with the world and others.


  Relevant Research


  Curiosity is one of five character strengths with the strongest connection with well-being (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004; Peterson et al., 2007; Ruch et al., 2007; Shimai et al., 2006), and it is highly correlated with life satisfaction. In addition to greater happiness, Kashdan (2009) cites research that connects curiosity with other major benefits, including improved health and longevity, greater intelligence, higher meaning and purpose in life, and improved social relationships. Supportive research can be found in Silvia and Sanders (2010) who found that curiosity was uniquely connected with fluid intelligence, which involves thinking and reasoning abstractly and solving problems. Curiosity has been found to facilitate the development of closeness in conversations and interactions (Kashdan, McKnight, Fincham, & Rose, 2011), and it heightens awareness of others’ needs and allows individuals to discover new aspects of themselves (Levitt et al., 2009).


  Curiosity is an important ingredient in creativity (Kashdan & Fincham, 2004), in the development and prolonging of everyday well-being, and in constructing and searching for meaning in life (Kashdan & Steger, 2007). Curiosity also plays an important role in the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), a model that maintains that positive emotions like interest, joy, contentment, and love are critical in helping people become motivated, develop new skills, and form close relationships.


  Emerging from the research on flow, curiosity has been noted as one of the key competencies – in addition to persistence and low self-centeredness – that make up an antotelic personality – that is, the personality of an intrinsically motivated person who enjoys life and activities for their own sake and not for some external goal (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997).


  

    

      [44]Exemplar
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      Figure 2.4. Alice in Wonderland (2010, Walt Disney Pictures, Roth Films et al.). Produced by Joe Roth, Jennifer Todd, Suzanne Todd, and Richard D. Zanuck. Directed by Tim Burton.
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