
Developmental Theory and Human Motivation: 
Using Film to Understand Development 

Dr. Al Ravitz 

This course provides an overview of child development with the ultimate goal of advancing your 
understanding of why people behave the way they do.  This class is appropriate for any 
humanities or social science student, since its primary goal is to demonstrate a method of 
observing and then analyzing a variety of human behaviors.  The course encourages students to 
develop a sense of humility in studying human motivation and an appreciation of the multiplicity 
of motivations that drive interpersonal interactions.  The lectures and readings will introduce 
various developmental theories, which will be further explored during in-class discussion.  
Students will also be required to watch one film at home each week, which will provide a 
cinematic depiction of these various theories at play.     

The course examines established theories of child and adolescent development (e.g., Freud’s 
Drive Theory, Erikson’s Life Stages Model, Mahler’s Theory of Separation/Individuation, 
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory, etc.) as well as more complex interpersonal constructs, such as 
family systems, peer relations, and gender identity.  This investigation will allow for an improved 
understanding of the various biological, psychological, and interpersonal factors that motivate 
complex human behaviors.  The focus of the class will be on the practical application of 
developmental theory to an understanding of the forces that drive human behavior.   

Many of the assigned films address development directly, such as Michael Cuestra’s “12 and 
Holding” (2005), which examines the developmental impact of a preadolescent’s death on his 
brother and a group of close friends.  Other theatrical films illustrate either cross-sectional 
phenomena (e.g., infancy, childhood, and adolescence as portrayed in “The Squid and the 
Whale”), specific developmental theories (e.g., Freud, Piaget, and attachment theory as portrayed 
in “The Royal Tenenbaums”), or organizing interpersonal principles (e.g. family systems, peer 
relations, and sexuality as portrayed in “The Conformist”).  The films will serve, in conjunction 
with the lectures and assigned readings, as stimuli for discussion.  

Through lecture presentations and weekly discussions, this course provides students with a wide-
ranging introduction to developmental concepts that they can apply to a deeper understanding of 
interpersonal relationships and the developmental forces that inform and motivate human 
behavior.  The course will meet twice weekly, using a combined approach of lecture and 
discussion.  Homework assignments will include readings from basic textbooks and primary 
sources and the viewing of relevant films.   

The textbooks for the course will be:  (1) Child Psychology: a Contemporary Viewpoint by Ross 
D. Parke  & Mary Gauvain, 7th ed., 2009 [http://tinyurl.com/coursesmartfreedom]; and (2) 
Theories of Development: Concepts and Applications, by  William Crain, 5th ed. 2005.  Readings 



will otherwise be comprised of primary sources drawn from the developmental literature. Each 
week a film will also be assigned for viewing outside of class.  All of the movies are Netflix 
instant downloads.  Joining Netflix costs about $10/month.  Movies are also available at 
Bobst. 
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Date:  Course Topic  

09/07 Introduction – This class will focus on providing an historical context for the 
various theories to be presented.  Beginning with Freud, who was the first modern 
developmentalist to stress the importance of the way past experience shapes 
current behavior, two schools of thought developed.  The first, ego psychology, 
focused on the way the mind utilizes and processes various experiences; and the 
second, object relations theory, focused on the importance of interpersonal 
relationships and the way people conceptualize them.  These two schools, then, 
were enriched by more modern research into inborn patterns of animal behavior, 
attachment theory, and general systems theory. 

 Continuity in Development – This class will focus on the question of what 
aspects of development are continuous and the degree to which current experience 
has an influence on the course of life.  

Reading: 

Parke & Gauvain, pages 3 – 18 

Fraley, R.C., and Roberts, B.W., Patterns of Continuity: A Dynamic Model for 
Conceptualizing the Stability of Individual Differences and Psychological 
Constructs across the Life Course. Psychological Review, Vol. 12, No.1, pp 60 – 
74 (2005)  

Film:  

“Palindromes” (d. Todd Solondz, 2004, US) A fable of innocence: thirteen-year-
old Aviva Victor wants to be a 'mom.' She does all she can to make this happen, 
and comes very close to succeeding, but in the end her plan is thwarted by her 
sensible parents. So she runs away, still determined to get pregnant one way or 
another, but instead finds herself lost in another world, a less sensible one, 
perhaps, but one pregnant itself with all sorts of strange possibility. She takes a 
road trip from the suburbs of New Jersey, through Ohio to the plains of Kansas 
and back. Like so many trips, this one is round-trip, and it's hard to say in the end 
if she can ever be quite the same again, or if she can ever be anything but the 
same again. 

“Buffalo 66” (d.  Vincent Gallo, 1998, USA) Billy is released after five years in 
prison. In the next moment, he kidnaps teenage student Layla and visits his 
parents with her, pretending she is his girlfriend and they will soon marry (and 

!  3



forcing her to say the same).  The movie, in its own way, is all about the role luck 
plays in each of our lives. 

“Fearless” (d. Peter Weir, 1993, USA) After a terrible air disaster, survivor Max 
Klein emerges a changed person. Unable to connect to his former life or to wife 
Laura, he feels godlike and invulnerable. When psychologist Bill Perlman is 
unable to help Max, he has Max meet another survivor, Carla Rodrigo, who is 
racked with grief and guilt since her baby died in the crash which she and Max 
survived. 

“Crumb” (d.  Terry Zwigoff, 1994, USA) This is a documentary about R. Crumb, 
the cartoonist.  The film makers talk with Robert, his brothers and mother, various 
wives and girlfriends.  The picture that emerges is that of a very complex and 
inconsistent set of motivations. 

“Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter ... and Spring” (d. Kim Ki-Duk, 2003, Korea/
Germany) An elderly monk raises an orphaned boy in a temple.  The boy kills 
three animals, incurring a karmic burden.  He grows into adolescence, loses his 
virginity, and ultimately kills another man.  In the end he returns to the temple to 
take care of the monk, and then to take care of an orphan.  This film illustrates an 
entire lifecycle and provides an opportunity to discuss the elements that should be 
addressed in theories of human development. 

Response paper: Identify the ways in which stochastic mechanisms (chance) 
play a role in Aviva’s life.  Comment on the proactive, reactive, and evocative 
processes that also influence the experiences she has. 

09/09 NO CLASS  

09/14 &16 Early Theories/Building a Theory – These classes will focus on the factors one 
must consider in trying to build a theory of human development. 

Reading: 

Crain, Chapter 1 

Film:   

“Nobody Knows” (d. Hirokazu Kore-eda 2004, Japan) This is a film about a 
group of young children who are abandoned by their mother and left to fend for 
themselves in a large Japanese city.  Their ongoing but unrealistic attachment to 
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their mother, and their hope for her return, informs their behavior and interactions 
with one another. 

“The Wild Child (L’Enfant Sauvage)” (d. Francois Truffaut 1969, France);\ 
Director François Truffaut makes a rare on-screen appearance in one of his most 
unusual films. Based on a true story, the film follows the discovery of a feral child 
(Jean-Pierre Cargol) who's grown up wild in the forest in late-18th-century 
France. Truffaut plays Dr. Jean Itard, the deaf specialist who tries to civilize the 
boy, teaching him to walk, speak and read; the screenplay was adapted from 
Itard's writings. 

“28 Up” (d. Michael Apted, 1985, GB) See how Suzi, Symon, Paul, Peter and 
Neil -- just five of the 14 subjects that filmmaker Michael Apted has followed 
over the course of their lives from the time they were 7 years old -- have fared in 
this fourth segment of the long-running documentary series. Just two years away 
from turning 30, participants have begun facing serious questions of identity and 
purpose, wondering whether they've found their place in the world. 

Response paper:  Does Locke or Rousseau offering a more compelling 
explanation for what happens to Akira in “Nobody Knows?”   

09/21 & 23 Ethological Approaches – These classes will focus on how the study of inborn 
patterns of animal behavior across species has enriched our understanding of 
human behavior.  Phenomena such as natural selection, instinctual behavior, 
sensitive periods, imprinting, and territoriality will be addressed.   

Reading:  

Crain, pages 33 - 43;  
Parke & Gauvain, pages 38 - 69; 529 - 544 

Film:   

“Walkabout” (d. Nicolas Roeg, 1970, Australia) Horrific circumstances strand 
an urban brother and sister in the Australian outback, where they're found by an 
aboriginal boy who helps the pair return to their city. As they wander, the siblings 
survive danger with the help of their new friend. The bond between the three 
grows, but when they reach civilization, the aboriginal boy finds he's unwelcome. 

“Lord of the Flies” (d. Peter Brook, 1963, England) Based on William 
Golding's famous novel, Peter Brooks’ daring 1963 film follows schoolboys 
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stranded on an island after a plane crash. Two factions quickly form between the 
boys -- one being more civilized, concentrating on finding shelter and food, and 
the other more savage, hunting wild pigs and having fun. Tension builds between 
the factions' leaders, Ralph and Jack, leading to a battle for control of their own 
micro-civilization. 

“The Bad Seed” (d. Mervyn LeRoy, 1956, US) This film focuses on the question 
of whether or not children are born “bad.”  The interaction between biology and 
the environment, and the perceived dichotomy between these two forces, is well 
illustrated in this film. 

“Bully” (d. Larry Clark, 2001, US/France) After finding himself constantly 
abused by his best friend Bobby, Marty becomes fed up with his friend's twisted 
ways.  His girlfriend couldn't agree more, so they plan to murder Bobby, with a 
group of willing and unwilling participants in a small Florida town. 

   
Response paper: Discuss what the three children learn about human nature from 
each other. 

09/28 &30 Attachment Theory – These classes will address the ethological underpinnings 
of attachment theory and the use of this theory to explain a wide variety of human 
behaviors. 

Reading: 

Crain, pages 44 – 64;  
Parke & Gauvain, Chapter 6, pages 179 - 227 

Film:   

“Let the Right One In” (d. Tomas Alfredson, 2008, Sweden) Twelve-year-old 
Oskar, the constant target of bullies, spends his time plotting revenge and 
collecting news items about the grisly murders plaguing his town. But things 
change when he meets a new girl named Eli, a misfit vampire who steals his 
heart. As a serial killer continues to prey on teen boys in their small Swedish 
village, Eli helps Oskar find the courage to stand up to his tormenters. 

“Hard Eight” AKA “Sydney” (d. Paul Thomas Anderson, 1997, USA) Sydney 
is a veteran gambler in his sixties who still spends his time at the casinos. When 
he meets John, a loser with no money at all, he sees him as a son and tries to help 
him. He takes care of him and teaches him all the tricks of his work. He also helps 
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him to make a relationship with Clementine, a young girl who works at the casino 
as a waitress. John doesn't seem to be bothered by the fact that Clementine is also 
a hooker, but soon something happens that turns their lives upside down. 

“This is England” (d. Shane Meadows, 2006, England) Set in 1983, this 
semiautobiographical drama from writer-director Shane Meadows follows a 
lonely 11-year-old boy named Shaun as he grieves over the recent death of his 
father, who was killed fighting in the Falklands War. When he falls in with a gang 
of young skinheads, Shaun's pain and anger make him susceptible to carrying out 
the group's hateful agenda, exposing a dark side of modern Britain not often seen 
in the movies. 

“At Close Range” (d. James Foley, 1985, US) This film focuses on the ambivalent 
attachment of a son to a father who has only been intermittently available, and 
who has been quite cruel.  This film illustrates the subtleties of attachment theory.  
(Stars Christopher Walken and Sean Penn!) 

“The Quiet Room” (d. Rolf de Heer, 1996, Australia) As her parents' marriage 
becomes more and more hostile, a 7-year-old girl takes a vow of silence and 
retreats into her one sanctuary, her peaceful blue bedroom. In narration, the 
unnamed girl tells of her increasing despair over the constant arguments in her 
home between her selfish parents. Her only solace comes from her toys, which 
never argue, and her memories of better days. 

Response paper: Using attachment theory, discuss how Oskar and Eli attract 
each other and meet each other’s emotional needs.   

10/05 FIRST MIDTERM 

10/07 & 12 Piaget/ Vygotsky/Cognitive Development – These classes will address major 
theories of cognitive development. 

Reading: 

Crain, Chapter 6, pages 112 - 150; Chapter 10, pages 217 - 248  
Parke & Gauvain, Chapter 8, pages 272 - 312 

Film:    

“The 400 Blows” (d. François Truffaut, 1959, French) After young Antoine runs 
away, life on the streets of Paris leads to nothing but trouble and guilt in this gritty 
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feature film debut from legendary director François Truffaut. Though he turns to 
petty crime to survive, Antoine's remorse often leads him to try to return things 
he's stolen -- with disastrous results. The film was nominated for a Best 
Screenplay Oscar and the Palme d'Or at the Cannes Film Festival. 

“Black Robe” (d. Bruce Beresford, 1991, USA) In the 17th century a Jesuit 
priest and a young companion are escorted through the wilderness of Quebec by 
Algonquin Indians to find a distant mission in the dead of winter. The Jesuit 
experiences a spiritual journey while his young companion falls in love with the 
Algonquin chief's beautiful daughter underneath the imposing and magnificent 
mountains. Dread and death follows them upriver. 

“The Squid and the Whale” (d. Noah Baumbach, 2005, US) This film examines 
the response of an adolescent and a pre-adolescent to their parents’ divorce.  The 
ways in which they respond to the situation are determined, to some extent, by the 
different ways they process information.  One uses formal operations while the 
other uses concrete operations.  Vygotsky’s theories are also relevant in the 
analysis of the effects of the parents’ attempts to influence the way the children 
understand the divorce.  

“Winter Sleepers” (d. Tom Tykwer, 1997, Germany/France) Young blonde 
translator Rebecca lives with her boyfriend ski instructor Marco in a mountain 
villa owned by her friend, nurse Laura. Rene, local cinema projectionist, steals 
Marco's car and gets into a car crash with local Theo, whose daughter, after being 
in coma for a time, dies. Rene suffers from partial short-term memory loss and 
starts a relationship with Laura. Meanwhile Marco is looking for the man who 
stole his car and Theo - for the man who killed his daughter... This movie, to my 
way of thinking, addresses the same issues as “Memento,” only more 
thoughtfully.  FYI Same director as “Run Lola Run.” 

Response paper: Discuss Antoine’s reasoning process, and the choices he makes, 
from a Piagetian point of view.  

10/14 & 19 Kohlberg/Moral Development – These classes focus on the factors that 
influence moral development.   

Reading:  

Crain, Chapter 7;  
Parke & Gauvain, pages 507 - 527 
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Film:   

“Donnie Darko” (d. Richard Kelly, 2001, US) Writer-director Richard Kelly's 
trippy, mind-bending feature debut stars Jake Gyllenhaal as a troubled 
Midwestern teenager plagued by incessant sleepwalking, family drama and 
visions of a menacing 6-foot-tall rabbit. Drew Barrymore, Maggie Gyllenhaal, 
Mary McDonnell, Jena Malone, Patrick Swayze and Noah Wyle also star in this 
dark and intriguing psychological fantasy that swiftly earned a cult following. 

“After the Wedding” (d. Suzanne Bier 2006, Denmark) To save the failing 
orphanage he runs in India, Danish transplant Jacob Petersen (Mads Mikkelsen) 
returns to his homeland to meet a self-indulgent businessman named Jørgen who's 
offered a generous donation -- and represents everything the noble-minded Jacob 
abhors. Complicating matters further are the unusual strings Jørgen has attached 
to his so-called gift. Rolf Lassgård co-stars in this Oscar-nominated emotional 
powerhouse of a drama. 

“River’s Edge” (d. Tim Hunter, 1986, US) This film, based on a true story, depicts 
the way a group of disenfranchised teenagers respond to being informed that one 
of their friends has murdered his girlfriend.  Each character has a different set of 
moral imperatives.  

“Little Miss Sunshine” (d. Jonathon Dayton & Valerie Faris, 2006, US) 
Convinced their little Olive (Abigail Breslin) is beauty queen material, parents 
Richard (Greg Kinnear) and Sheryl (Toni Collette) load the rest of the family into 
a van and embark on a life-altering road trip to a California pageant. Richard 
pushes Olive to win while her silent brother (Paul Dano), depressed uncle (Steve 
Carell) and nursing-home reject grandpa (Alan Arkin, in an Oscar-winning role) 
add their own quirks to the mix. 

“Thumbsucker” (d. Mike Mills, 2005, US) Teenager Justin Cobb (Lou Taylor 
Pucci) has an embarrassing secret: He still sucks his thumb. Berated by his father 
(Vincent D'Onofrio) for the childish habit and unable to confide in anyone, Justin 
lets his loopy orthodontist (Keanu Reeves) try hypnosis. Trouble is, it works 
almost too well, and before long, Justin needs another crutch to keep his angst at 
bay. Vince Vaughn and Tilda Swinton co-star in director Mike Mills’ 2005 
Sundance entry. 

Response paper: Donnie makes a number of moral decisions.  What are they?  
How would Kohlberg characterize them? 
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10/21 & 26 Margaret Mahler/Daniel Stern – Mahler and Stern focused on examining the 
effect of experiences during the first three years of life.  Mahler focused on how 
the child learns to separate from the parents.  Stern focused on how the child 
learns to develop intimate relationships by utilizing various shared affective and 
cognitive experiences to develop empathy. 

Reading: 

Crain Chapter 13, pages 303 - 317 

Film:   

Film:  A Guide to Recognizing Your Saints (d. Dito Montiel, 2006, US) Robert 
Downey Jr. stars in director Dito Montiel's autobiographical coming-of-age drama 
set in blue-collar Queens, N.Y. While his young friends all seem to end up as 
junkies, inmates or corpses, Dito (Downey) miraculously escapes the same fate. 
He attributes that to divine intervention from a group of "saints," who are the 
same friends whose path he tries so hard to avoid. Dianne Wiest, Chazz 
Palminteri, Shia LaBeouf and Rosario Dawson co-star. 

“A Bronx Tale” (d. Robert De Niro, 1993, US) This movie resembles a softer, 
gentler Goodfellas. The story revolves around Calogero Anello, a seventeen year 
old Italian growing up in a 1960s Bronx neighborhood played by Lillo Brancato. 
Calogero is befriended by the local mob boss (Chaz Palminteri) over the 
objections of his father (De Niro). And this movie tells the story of his coming of 
age in this environment. 

“The Royal Tenenbaums” (d. Wes Anderson, 2001, US) This film addresses 
multigenerational issues of separation and individuation, intimacy, and empathy 
in a very complicated family. 

Response paper: Discuss how Dito’s relationship with his father influenced the 
various life decisions he makes. 

10/28 & 11/02 Family Systems – Earlier theories of development and psychopathology tended 
to place the locus of activity in the individual.  More contemporary theories tend 
to place the individual within a biopsychosocial milieu.  Family systems theory 
examines the family dynamics that often underlie individual behaviors. 

Reading: 

!  10



Parke & Gauvain, Chapter 11, pages 391 - 430 

Film:   

“What’s Eating Gilbert Grape” (d. Lasse Hallström, 1993, US) – In a 
backwater Iowa town, Gilbert (Johnny Depp) struggles to take care of his 
mentally disabled brother, Arnie (Leonardo DiCaprio), and provide for the rest of 
his family. But after falling for the stranded Becky (Juliette Lewis), Gilbert 
discovers exciting new possibilities for his life. Co-starring Mary Steenburgen, 
John C. Reilly and Crispin Glover, this tender drama earned DiCaprio an Oscar 
nomination for Best Supporting Actor. 

“The Conformist” (d. Bernardo Bertolucci 1970, Italy, France, Germany) In this 
film, Bertolucci examines the personal and political implications for the 
protagonist of growing up in a family in which he was both neglected and 
exposed to a great deal of highly dysfunctional behavior. 

“The Last Days of Chez Nous” (d. Gillian Armstrong 1990, Australia) Vicki 
returns to her elder sister Beth's house in Australia after an affair in Italy. Beth, 
with a teenage daughter, has become involved in something of a marriage of 
convenience with Frenchman J.P., and her rather prickly house-proud ways are 
causing frictions counterpointed by Vicki's more laid-back and indolent air. When 
Beth goes off on vacation to the outback alone with her cantankerous father to see 
if they can finally get to know each other, relationships in the household start to 
shift. 

“Once Were Warriors” (d. Lee Tamahori 1993, New Zealand) Director Lee 
Tamahori's (Along Came a Spider) powerful adaptation of author Alan Duff's 
best-selling novel centers on the troubled life of a Maori family crippled by 
poverty, bigotry, alcoholism and domestic violence. Rena Owen stars as Beth 
Heke, a beleaguered mother who struggles to care for her three children while 
battling the demons of her erratic, often violent husband, Jake (Temuera 
Morrison). 

Response paper: Discuss how Gilbert’s family experience influences his 
relationship with Becky 

11/02 &04 Peer Relations – These classes will examine the relative importance of peer 
relationships on the course of development.     

Reading: 
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Parke & Gauvain, Chapter 12, pages 437 - 469 

Film:   

“12 and Holding” (d. Michael Cuestra 2005, US) This film examines the effect 
of the death of a 12 year old boy on his brother and a group of friends. When 12-
year-old Rudy Carges dies in a tree-house fire set by bullies, his death affects a 
circle of young lives. While Rudy's twin brother, Jacob (also played by Donovan), 
focuses his wrath on revenge, Malee finds comfort in one of her psychotherapist 
mother's clients. Meanwhile, Leonard, an overweight boy who escaped the blaze, 
begins a weight-loss regimen -- much to the dismay of his fat family. 

“Elephant” (d. Gus Van Sant 2003, US) Indie writer-director Gus Van Sant helms 
this unnerving tale about high school violence that unfolds on an ordinary school 
day, inside a typical American high school filled with the usual goings-on -- 
schoolwork, football, gossip and peer pressure. For each of the students we meet, 
high school is a different experience: alternately stimulating, friendly, traumatic, 
lonely or just plain hard. Timothy Bottoms co-stars. 

“The 400 Blows” (d. Francoise Truffaut 1959, France) 

“Heathers” (d. Michael Lehman, 1988, US) At Westburg High, you're either a 
Heather or a nobody. And while Veronica Sawyer (Winona Ryder) might not be 
named Heather, she's a hands-down Heather in spirit, waging battles in the 
school's full-scale popularity war ... but it's all getting to be a bit too much. Enter 
mysterious newcomer Jason (Christian Slater), who offers her the perfect -- albeit 
deadly -- solution to end the Heathers's social tyranny. 

“Welcome to the Dollhouse” (d. Todd Solondz 1995, US) The horrors of junior 
high are vividly re-created in this darkly comic tale of the painfully awkward 
Dawn Wiener (Heather Matarazzo), a middle child who must cope with a dreary 
home life -- and with classmates who mercilessly taunt her. Writer-director Todd 
Solondz’s unflinching look at the nightmare of early adolescence took away 
prizes at both the Sundance Film Festival and the Independent Spirit Awards. 

“Mean Girls” (d. Mark S Waters 2004, US) After growing up abroad, brainy teen 
Cady Heron (Lindsay Lohan) moves to Chicago and haphazardly joins her new 
high school's most powerful clique. But there's hell to pay when the ex-boyfriend 
(Jonathan Bennett) of the clique's menacing leader (Rachel McAdams) shows 
interest in being Cady's guy. Lacey Chabert and Amanda Seyfried also star in this 
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sharply comic cautionary tale from writer Tina Fey, who also appears as Cady's 
math teacher. 

Response paper: Discuss the interaction between peer relations and behavioral 
choice in any of these movies. 

11/09  SECOND MIDTERM 

11/11 &16 Gender/Sexuality – These classes will address current theories related to the 
development of gender identity and sexual orientation.    

Reading: 

Parke & Gauvain, Chapter 13, pages 475 - 503 

Film:   

“Ma Vie en Rose” (d. Alain Berliner 1997, Belgium) This film is about a young 
boy who cannot wait to grow up to be a woman.  His parents are forced to 
contend with their own discomfort and the lack of understanding from their new 
neighbors. They eventually send their son to a psychiatrist in the hopes of fixing 
whatever is wrong with him, but in the end come to accept him as he is.  

“Fat Girl” (d. Catharine Breillat 2001, France) A Ma Soeur! is a provocative and 
shocking drama about sibling rivalry, family discord and relationships. Elena is 
15, beautiful and flirtatious. Her less confident sister, Anais, is 12, and constantly 
eats. On holiday, Elena meets a young Italian student who is determined to seduce 
her. Anais is forced to watch in silence, conspiring with the lovers, but harbouring 
jealousy and similar desires. Their actions, however, have unforeseen tragic 
consequences for the whole family. 
  
“Thirteen” (d. Catherine Hardwicke 2003, US/GB) Thirteen-year-old Tracy (Evan 
Rachel Wood) is a good girl. She's smart, gets along with her mom (Holly Hunter) 
and is never in trouble. But then she befriends Evie (Nikki Reed), a gorgeous and 
popular classmate who introduces her to the beguiling world of sex, alcohol, 
drugs and self-mutilation. This puts Tracy at odds with her friends, relatives and, 
most of all, her mother. Catherine Hardwicke directs a script co-written with 
Reed. 
  
“13 going on 30” (d. Gary Winick 2004, US) It's 1987, and geeky Jenna wants to 
be popular -- more than anything. But when her 13th birthday party goes awry, 
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and she makes a wish that she could just be 30 already, she wakes up to discover 
she's flash-forwarded 17 years. Now a sexy, successful magazine editor, Jenna 
(Jennifer Garner) finds out that being an adult isn't all it's cracked up to be … but 
she can still do the "Thriller" dance like a champ. Mark Ruffalo co-stars. 

Response paper: Now that you’ve taken this course, you can write anything you 
want about any one of these movies. 

11/18 & 23 Eric Erikson/Life Stage Theory – Erikson was one of the first developmental 
theoreticians to recognize that development continues into adulthood and even old 
age.  He developed a theory of life stages that identifies the core struggles 
associated with each of these life stages.  

Reading: 

Crain Chapter 12, pages 277 - 302 

Film:   
  
“American Beauty” (d. Sam Mendes 1999, US) In this film Kevin Spacey plays a 
middle-aged man who loses his job, hates his wife, and becomes obsessed with a 
teenaged cheerleader.  His wife, daughter, and their next-door neighbors a few life 
transition problems as well. 

“Mean Streets” (d. Martin Scorsese 1973, US) In this film, Scorsese addresses the 
conflicts associated with the transition from adolescence to young adulthood 
(intimacy vs. isolation), and from young adulthood to adulthood (generativity vs. 
stagnation).  

“Saturday Night Fever” (d. John Badham, 1977, US) Director John Badham's 
musical ushered in the disco craze with the character of 19-year-old Tony Manero 
(John Travolta). By day, Tony is a paint store clerk, but at night he's a polyester-
clad stallion who rules a Brooklyn nightspot with his partner, Stephanie (Karen 
Lynn Gorney). 
  
“Chuck and Buck” (d. Miguel Arteta 2000, US) An offbeat film about 27-year-old 
Buck (Mike White) reuniting with boyhood friend Chuck (Chris Weitz), who 
decides -- evidence to the contrary -- that they're still best pals. This fascinating 
look at the weird chemistry of attachment and obsession gets darker as a rebuffed 
Chuck begins to stalk Buck, who'll need a huge No-Pest Strip to end the one-sided 
infatuation. 
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“The King” (d. James Marsh 2005) After serving time in the Navy, 21-year-old 
Elvis (Gael Garcia Bernal) decides to look up the father (William Hurt) who 
abandoned him as a child, only to find him working as a small-town pastor with a 
new wife (Laura Harring) and two teenage children (Pell James and Paul Dano). 
While his father is unwilling to disrupt his life to reconcile with his son, Elvis 
refuses to be ignored, taking drastic measures to insert himself into the family. 

Response paper: Use Erikson to discuss life stage transition issues for the main 
characters of any of these movies. 

11/25  NO CLASS - THANKSGIVING 

11/30 &12/02 Freud – Although many of Freud’s ideas are no longer well accepted, his theories 
and language continue to exert a huge influence on psychology, literature, art, and 
culture in general.  It is important, therefore, that students be conversant with 
general aspects of his work.  These classes will present an introduction to his 
ideas.   

Reading: 

Crain, Chapter 11, pages 248 -277 

Film:   

“Rebel Without a Cause: Special Edition” (d. Nicholas Ray, 1955, US) This 
film, produced in the heyday of psychoanalytic thought, addresses the oedipal 
implications of a boy’s relationship to his parents and how that plays out in a peer 
context. 

“Loverboy” (d. Kevin Bacon 2005, US) Inspired by Victoria Redel's novel, this 
drama offers a glimpse into the insular world of Emily (Kyra Sedgwick), a 
woman so neglected by her own parents that when she finally has her own child, 
whom she names Loverboy, she reacts in the complete opposite way, showering 
him with love and attention. But when the boy starts school, Emily soon learns 
that she must open up their twosome to others, which she does with great 
apprehension. 

Response paper: Use Freudian theory to explain any aspect of the complicated 
relationships between Jim, Judy, and Plato with each other, or with their parents.  

!  15



If you watched “Loverboy” instead, address how Emily’s (Kyra Sedgwick) 
relationship to her parents influenced the decisions she made later in life.  If you 
watched “Mr. Foe,” discuss the Freudian implications of Hallam’s behavior.  You 
could also discuss this one in terms of defense mechanisms.  In fact, that might 
even be better, so write about Mr. Foe next week. 

12/07 & 09 Anna Freud/Defense Mechanisms – Anna Freud, Sigmund’s daughter, was a 
well-respected psychoanalyst.  One of her major contributions was the elucidation 
of defense mechanisms, the psychic processes people use to maintain 
psychological balance in the face of life’s vicissitudes.  More modern ideas of 
defense mechanisms conceive of them as part of a larger homeostatic process 
related to the maintenance of psychic organization and efficiency. 

Reading: 

Anna Freud, The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense: The Writings of Anna 
Freud, Vol. 2.  International Universities Press; Revised edition (June 1967)   

Lichtenberg, J. & Slap, J.  On the Defensive Organization.  International Journal 
of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 52, pp 451 – 457 (1971) 

Film:   
  
Royal Tenenbaums (d.  Wes Anderson,  2001, US) The early promise of 
Tenenbaum child prodigies Chas (Ben Stiller), Margot (Gwyneth Paltrow) and 
Richie (Luke Wilson) is short-circuited by the flaws of their father, family 
patriarch Royal (Gene Hackman), in Wes Anderson's New York fairy tale about a 
dysfunctional clan of eccentrics. Despite Etheline's (Anjelica Huston) maternal 
influence, the Tenenbaums -- now grown -- display mere vestiges of their former 
potential. 

“Mr. Foe” (d. David McKenzie, 2007, England) Seventeen year-old Hallam Foe 
is a strange boy whose mother committed suicide.  Hallam, however, believes his 
stepmother murdered her.  After an argument with his father, Hallam leaves home 
and becomes obsessed with a woman who looks like his mother.  

“Heavenly Creatures” (d. Peter Jackson, 1994, New Zealand) Jackson, who later 
went on to direct The Lord of the Rings trilogy, directed this film, based on a true 
story, of two girls who are caught up in a fantasy life that ultimately leads them to 
murder one of the girls’ mothers.  The story will offer the opportunity to discuss 
the function and adequacy of various defense mechanisms. 
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“Running with Scissors” (d. Ryan Murphy, 2006, USA) When Deirdre Burroughs 
(Annette Bening) impulsively decides that her adolescent son Augusten (Joseph 
Cross) should be raised by her unconventional psychiatrist (Brian Cox), her 
choice to give him away changes the course of his life forever. An all-star 
ensemble cast -- including Gwyneth Paltrow, Joseph Fiennes, Evan Rachel Wood, 
Alec Baldwin and Jill Clayburgh -- drives this quirky adaptation of Augusten 
Burroughs's best-selling memoir. 

“The Great Santini” (d. Lewis John Carlino 1979, US) Ace fighter pilot Bull 
Meechum (Robert Duvall) understands the ins and outs of war but has a tough 
time comprehending peace, especially where his family is concerned. Self-dubbed 
"The Great Santini," the strident Meechum hammers his squadron into shape and 
thinks he can do the same with his four sons and wife (Blythe Danner) -- until his 
18-year-old (Michael O'Keefe) proves him wrong in a highly charged, one-on-one 
game of hoops. 

“Household Saints” (d. Nancy Savoca 1993, US) In post-World War II New York, 
Joseph (Vincent D'Onofrio) wins Catherine (Tracey Ullman) in a pinochle game. 
They marry and have a daughter, Teresa (Lili Taylor), who becomes a religious 
zealot as she seeks purity through prayer. But Teresa's boyfriend (Michael 
Imperioli) and her parents grow perturbed by her obsessive behavior and 
aspirations of sainthood. Director Nancy Savoca's third film is based on Francine 
Prose's novel of the same name. 

Response paper: Discuss the defense mechanisms Margot and Richie utilized to 
defend against their attraction to each other.  How effective are these defenses? 

(Discuss the defense mechanisms utilized by Hallam Foe.  What is he defending 
against?  How effective are his defenses?) 

12/14  THIRD MIDTERM
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