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Eudaimonic entertainment as
new Enlightenment: Critical
thinking as a mind-set effect of
narratives

Helena Bilandzic* and Janine Nadine Blessing

Department of Media, Knowledge and Communication, University of Augsburg, Augsburg, Germany

We propose to extend the theoretical concept of eudaimonia as a media
effect with critical thinking as a mind-set effect. Critical thinking as a mind-set
effect means that media narratives can stimulate viewers and readers to think
critically in any situation, even outside of the exposure situation and applied
to other topics. It denotes a generally heightened critical attitude or “mind-
set” to approach issues and situations by taking different pieces of information
into account, weighing and analyzing them, developing one’s own arguments
and drawing conclusions. People with this mind-set try to be well-informed,
use credible sources and observations, are alert for alternatives, open-minded,
maintain and change views according to evidence, and are motivated to hold
accurate beliefs. In this article, we provide a theoretical elaboration of the
idea of critical thinking as a mind-set effect, and connect it to traditions of
Enlightenment literature as well as theoretical approaches on narrative effects.
We also present data from a qualitative pilot study using the film “Don’t look
up” to explore the potential of such an extension of eudaimonic entertainment.
Finally, we discuss implications of introducing critical thinking as a mind-set
effect for narrative persuasion.

KEYWORDS

media narratives, narrative persuasion, critical thinking, eudaimonic entertainment,
Enlightenment

Introduction

Stories are tightly connected to human existence and thinking. Being able to
represent events and characters symbolically—to tell a story—is a unique and deeply
human feature (Gottschall, 2012). For societies and individuals, stories serve the function
to simulate social situations, relationships, and emotions, rehearse empathy and social
actions, thus providing valuable experiences outside of one’s own range of reality (Hutto,
2008; Mar and Oatley, 2008; Boyd, 2009). Stories are generally defined as representations
of events and characters contextualized in space and time (Abbott, 2008).

As a natural mode of thinking, stories are particularly close to everyday life and
direct experience (Bruner, 1986, p. 259). Often, the narrative mode is contrasted
with a logic, abstract, scientific mode of thinking (“paradigmatic”), which seeks to
provide descriptions and explanations, generalizations and abstractions (Bruner, 1986).
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While the two modes—narrative and paradigmatic mode of
thinking—can be constructed as oppositional, there are some
connections and intersections. Stories can show how characters
themselves think in a rational mode, and, doing so, succeed
or fail in their goals, just as Sherlock Holmes, the detective
mastering in logic reasoning created by Arthur Conan Doyle
solves his mysteries by ingeniously figuring out crime puzzles.
Stories can show the consequences of non-rational thinking or
conflicts between rational and non-rational actors. One of the
most famous films in this category is the immensely successful
“Day After Tomorrow” (Emmerich, 2004), in which scientists
warn about an impending climate catastrophe, and, unheard by
politicians, must witness the beginnings of a new ice age. In this
situation, readers or viewers do not process a text written in
paradigmatic mode, but they process a narrative text containing
plots and characters that use the paradigmatic mode.

Media use is both motivated by seeking “pleasure and
amusement (hedonic motivation)” and by seeking “life’s
meaning, truths, and purposes”a eudaimonic motivation
(Oliver and Raney, 2011, p. 985). In terms of gratifications
obtained, these motivations correspond to enjoying and
appreciating media content, respectively (Bartsch and Oliver,
2017). Enjoyment as a media outcome may feed into
hedonic happiness that is geared toward creating pleasure,
enjoyment, satisfaction and reducing pain and effort (Huta,
2015). Appreciation as a media outcome contributes to
eudaimonic happiness that is built on aspects such as
finding meaning and considering values, personal growth, self-
realization and maturity, achieving excellence and living in
line with ethics and living an autonomous and authentic
life (Huta and Waterman, 2014; Huta, 2015). Eudaimonic
happiness in particular improves several aspects of health and
wellbeing, including longevity, risk for diseases, and mental
health (Ryff, 2018); eudaimonic media experiences similarly
improve wellbeing, connectedness with others and prosocial
behaviors (Raney et al., 2019).

We propose to extend the theoretical concept of eudaimonia
as a media effect (Raney et al, 2019) to go beyond medias
direct contributions to eudaimonic happiness (e.g., to stimulate
meaningful affect or contribute to meaning making). Instead,
we suggest that critical thinking as a mind-set effect is another
facet of eudaimonic entertainment experience. Critical thinking
describes the “mental activities of thinking and the various
representations of the thinking that include action, speech,
writing and so on” and reflects the “capacity to work with
complex ideas” (Moon, 2008, p. 126). Activities of critical
thinking include reviewing someone else’s argument, evaluating
an object or situation, drawing ones own conclusions or
thinking critically about oneself (Moon, 2008, p. 31ff). We
propose that critical thinking can be observed in narratives (as
any other symbolically represented activity) and can stimulate
critical thinking in the viewer or reader—even outside of the
exposure situation. While very different pathways to eudaimonic
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happiness exist (e.g., through meaning-making, or affect like awe
or hope) critical thinking supports several facets of eudaimonic
media experiences: For example, it can lead to a greater sense of
autonomy by enabling a person to evaluate situations by their
own standards and come to their own conclusions. Or it can add
to personal growth by increasing one’s horizon and shaping well
deliberated views.

We suggest that media narratives can stimulate viewers and
readers to be more sensitive and mindful to think critically
in any situation. This effect is not tied to exposure nor
is it restricted to the topic in the narrative. It should be
considered a generally heightened critical attitude or “mind-
set” of being critical. We assume that narratives specifically have
the ability to generate eudaimonic entertainment experiences
generally and critical thinking specifically. We emphasize
that no fixed set of properties can identify narrative content
as being “eudaimonic narratives”. Although some properties
make eudaimonic entertainment experiences more likely, it
is still the viewer or reader whose perception as meaningful
makes an experience eudaimonic. Thus, we do not seek to
identify “eudaimonic narratives”, but investigate eudaimonic
entertainment experiences that originate from narratives.

While not part of contemporary media effects or theorizing
on eudaimonic effects, our concept of critical thinking as a
mind-set effect builds on the usage of literature in the era of
Enlightenment, where philosophers did not only write treatises,
but made use of novels and drama to spread ideas of rationalism,
freedom, tolerance, science, and morality (Munck, 2000).

In this article, we will elaborate critical thinking as a
mind-set effect, and connect it to traditions of Enlightenment
literature as well as theorizing on narrative effects. We also
present data from a qualitative pilot study using the film “Don’t
look up” (McKay, 2021) to explore the potential of such an
extension of eudaimonic entertainment. Finally, we discuss
implications of introducing critical thinking as a mind-set effect
for narrative persuasion.

Critical thinking as a mind-set effect

Critical thinking is mostly discussed in the context of
education; especially at higher levels of education, it is
considered as a central objective of learning and essential
groundwork for any academic qualification (Moon, 2008). It is
often discussed as relevant for different professional contexts
such as health professions (Mann et al., 2009) or social work
(Brown and Rutter, 2008), and also regarded as foundational for
digital literacy and democratic functioning (Gainer, 2012). In the
age of postmodern science (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993), critical
thinking is essential to understand and participate in modern,
science-based decisions.

Ennis (2015) defines critical thinking as “reasonable
reflective thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do” (p.
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32) and lists typical dispositions of critical thinkers such as trying
to be well informed, using credible sources and observations,
being alert for alternatives, being open-minded, maintaining and
changing views according to evidence, and being motivated to
hold accurate beliefs. Moon (2008) describes critical thinking
as a process that includes the ability to take different pieces of
information into account, weigh and analyze them and develop
own arguments and draw own conclusions. She contends that
critical thinking also includes a (self-)evaluative component:
“Critical thinking is looking at one’s work or situation with
value judgement—what did I do right or wrong? It is like
criticizing oneself. It can also be applied to other peoples
work—thinking where they are coming from; whether they are
biased—do they have a vested interest?” (p. 31). Moon (2008)
states that individuals, rather than aiming for objectivity, need
to be aware of the inevitable presence of subjectivity in all
knowledge processes. She presents a typology of representational
activities that are based on critical thinking and that can count
as expressions of critical thinking:

(1) Reviewing someone els€’s argument encompasses
scrutinizing the line of reasoning and evaluating the validity of
the conclusion.

(2) Evaluating an object, e.g., a work of art, book or product,
means that an observer considers properties of the object and
eventually arrives at a judgment about it.

(3) Developing an argument signifies that the observer uses
a specific selection of evidence, puts it into a reasonable order,
draws their own conclusions and finally constructs an argument
from this process.

(4) Thinking critically about the self involves a consideration
and evaluation of one’s own thinking and behavior.

(5) Reviewing an incident, event or fictitious scenario entails
that the observer rethinks the event and deliberates different
courses of action and outcome.

(6) Engaging in constructive responses to the arguments
of others means that thinkers revisit the argument of others
and rehearse or put together a response to what others
have proposed.

(7) Habitually engaging with the world departs from a
single activity and rather constitutes a disposition. It stands for
a vigilant, careful attitude toward incoming information, for
perceiving and processing new information and reflecting on
them as a routine, everyday practice.

Applying these representational activities of critical thinking
to media content and effects, we can find relevant instances for
each of these activities. Let us take the novel “State of Fear” by
Crichton (2004) as an example to apply these critical activities.
The book tells the story of eco-terrorists who plan attacks to
raise awareness about climate change. It was heavily criticized for
containing inaccurate and biased information on climate change
and propagating conspiracy narratives. Whether readers process
the book in a critical thinking mode or not, might make all the
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difference in this example: Reading in an uncritical way implies
that the climate skeptic position of the book is accepted; reading
in a critical way implies that the climate skeptic position of the
book is in some way countered. We will now present examples
for each of the activities of critical thinking using “State of Fear”
as an example.

Reviewing someone else’s argument could happen when a
person reads the book, gets acquainted with conspiratorial
climate skeptic thinking and makes up their mind about climate
skepticism. Evaluating an object could arise when a person
makes a judgment about the book, for example, concludes
that the usage of footnotes in a novel is a tool to feign a
scientific style or that the extensive elaboration of climate
skeptic arguments in dialogues seems to serve an ideological bias
rather than narrative requirements. A reader could then develop
an argument of their own when thinking about and seeking
evidence on climate change and reaching the conclusion that a
climate conspiracy does not exist. The book can also encourage
readers to think about themselves, for example, their own carbon
footprint and ways in which to reduce it. Then, the book can
be understood as a fictitious scenario (activity: reviewing an
incident) that describes how a large amount of money is spent
on acting against climate change, when in fact it does not exist.
Critical thinking may then involve weighing different options
of action, for example, seeking more information or seeking
expert advice. Readers may also engage in constructive responses
to the arguments of the climate skeptics and formulating a
line of reasoning that effectively counters this position. Finally,
habitual engagement with the world may be realized when
readers approach any communication about climate change with
more caution and scrutiny.
the
is also regarded as a disposition or trait that drives
a thinker
independent-mindedness,

Apart from actual activities, critical thinking

toward “open-mindedness, fair-mindedness,

intellectual modesty and
humility, an inquiring attitude, and respect for others in
group inquiry and deliberation” (Siegel, 2010, p. 141).
Activities and dispositions are closely related and influence
each other.

We assume that media narratives, especially such that
are suitable to evoke eudaimonic experiences, can stimulate
both singular activities of critical thinking and a more stable
mind-set of being critical. In the latter case, similar media
narratives could cumulate into small, long-term effects similar
to cultivation (Busselle and Van den Bulck, 2019). They could
have a small impact or none at all right after exposure and
then increase over time similar to a sleeper effect (Pratkanis
et al, 1988) or they could have a large effect right after
exposure by providing sudden insight similar to the drench
effect (Greenberg, 1988). In any case, we assume that all ways can
lead to changing the mind-set with which we approach issues,

select and process information.
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Critical thinking and wellbeing

In research on eudaimonic media experiences and effects,
reflection is central. First, media content can be perceived
as thought-provoking and reflective thoughts in turn can
contribute to a positive evaluation of media content in the
form of appreciation (Oliver and Bartsch, 2010). Second,
eudaimonic entertainment can evoke media experiences that
strongly engage a reader’s or viewer’s cognitive faculties, a
process similar to a slow, elaborate or systematic mode of
processing information (Bartsch and Schneider, 2014; Lewis
etal., 2014).

We suggested above that critical thinking can contribute to
wellbeing in several ways. We will now use the six components of
wellbeing by Ryff (2018) and demonstrate for each how critical
thinking can contribute to wellbeing.

The first component is environmental mastery, which refers
to the ability to “choose or create environments suitable to
one€’s psychic needs” (Ryff, 2018, p. 378), for example to
avoid noxious persons or detrimental media content. Here,
critical thinking can help becoming aware of what is conducive
to the psychic needs and what is not. While the process
described here is geared toward conscious critical analysis
and action, the idea is the same as pursued in approaches
to mood management and adjustment (Knobloch-Westerwick,
2006).

The second component is personal growth. It describes
self-
potential.

ones own development over time, and entails

realization and advancing one’s  personal
Critical thinking, as elaborated above, can involve critical
thoughts about oneself, which in turn can contribute to
personal growth by recognizing one’s deficiencies or rooms
for improvement.

The third component refers to positive relationships with
others and includes being able to feel empathy with others and
the ability to maintain friendships and love for others. Critical
thinking can help to evaluate existing friendships and determine
how to proceed with them.

The fourth component is purpose in life that encompasses
entertaining a sense of meaning and purpose in life, as well as
an orientation toward general goals. Critical thinking can, again
through processes of evaluation and self-reflection, help with
this task.

The fifth component is self-acceptance, which describes a
positive attitude toward oneself, and making peace with one’s
past as well as negative sides. This component too benefits from
evaluation and self-reflection, as well as reviewing someone else’s
argument when one receives negative feedback from others.

Finally, the last component is autonomy which foregrounds
the “independent, self-determining, and self-regulating qualities
of the person” (Ryff, 2018, p. 376) and which implies a certain

emancipation of other people’s judgments as well as norms and
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conventions. This is certainly the aspect that is most clearly and
explicitly connected to critical thinking as it includes conscious
deliberation of complying or not complying common rules and
developing a position of one’s own.

The tradition of using narratives to
create and support critical thinking

Well before empirical research was concerned with
determining the effects of stories and even well before the
disciplines existed that are concerned with narratives effects,
stories were used to convey values, norms, and morality, for
example, in religious books or tales, or inform about history and
personalities important to a specific time and society. Today we
have empirical evidence that stories are effective (Zebregs et al.,
2015; Braddock and Dillard, 2016) and that engaged modes of
processing the narratives such as transportation and narrative
engagement enhance that effect (Tukachinsky and Tokunaga,
2012; van Laer et al., 2014).

While critical thinking is not part of the traditional
range of narrative effects (Green et al, 2019), there is a
historic literary tradition that makes use of the narrative
format to convey messages about critical thinking. It is the
Enlightenment, a philosophical era in Europe in the 18th century
that advocated progressive ideas such as “religious toleration,
liberty, individual rights, and intellectual, social and political
progress” (de Bruyn, 2021, p. 8). Considering the many different
strands of Enlightenment, with more radical variations from
Parisian philosophers who put all traditional values to critical
scrutiny to the more moderate German thinkers who reconciled
religion, tradition and authority with practical modern ideas,
Enlightenment is better understood as “an attitude of mind,
rather than a coherent system of beliefs” (Munck, 2000, p. 7).
Similarly, de Bruyn (2021) argues that the label Enlightenment
does not stand for a unified position (e.g., anti-religion); if any
generalizations can be made, it is about a similar stance toward
the world: “A skeptical cast of mind supplanted superstition,
and thinkers committed themselves to a scientific, empirical
approach to intellectual inquiry [...]. The world has to be
understood through the use of reason, rather than accepted on
faith or traditional authority” (de Bruyn, 2021, p. 8). With an
open mind and a sense of curiosity, reason served to examine
traditional ideas and to gain insight by empirical study (Munck,
2000, p. 5).

Philosopher Immanuel Kant published a programmatic
essay in 1784 to answer the question “What is Enlightenment?”
and devised the often-cited principle of Enlightenment
“Thinking for yourself”:

“Enlightenment is man’s leaving his self-caused
immaturity. Immaturity is the incapacity to use ones

‘ intelligence without the guidance of another. Such
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immaturity is self-caused if it is not caused by lack of
intelligence, but by lack of determination and courage to use
one’s intelligence without being guided by another. Sapere
Aude! [Dare to know!] Have the courage to use your own
intelligence is therefore the motto of the Enlightenment.
Through laziness and cowardice, a large part of mankind,
even after nature has freed them from alien guidance, gladly
remains immature. [...] It is so comfortable to be a minor!
If T have a book which provides meaning for me, a pastor
who has conscience for me, a doctor who will judge my diet
for me and so on, then I do not need to exert myself. I do
not have any need to think; if I can pay, others will take over
the tedious job for me.” (Kant, 1784/2014, p. 481).

So, the programmatic formulation of Enlightenment is not
necessarily a political, social or scientific agenda, but a state of
mind, a stance that enables and motivates humans to break from
authority—another’s guidance—and think for themselves.

One characteristic of Enlightenment is that some of
its prominent writers did not only produce philosophical
treatises, but were also authors of literary works such as
novels and drama (Munck, 2000). While not all novels
served as platforms for skeptical thought—some countering
the epistemological crisis effected by scientific, political and
social progress with comfortably unrealistic and irrational
narrative worlds (Donoghue, 2002, p. 140f)—a strand of
novels exists, many written by Enlightenment philosophers
themselves that conveyed ideas of Enlightenment through
an entertaining narrative format (Munck, 2000). Often, these
narratives belonged to the genre of satire and sought to observe
and criticize society, its ethics, customs and laws, religion and
people from a distanced perspective—for example, told from the
perspective of a stranger from another culture or a naive person
(Greenberg, 2019).

For example, French philosopher and writer Montesquieu
was the author of one of the most influential political treatises in
Enlightenment that set the groundwork for the modern state and
elaborated the separation of powers, “De l'esprit des lois” (The
spirit of the laws), published in 1748. Montesquieu is also author
of an epistolary novel, “Les lettres persanes” (The Persian letters,
1721) that features 161 letters between two fictional Persians
who left their hometown Isfahan for Paris and who converse
about and critique cultural, religious and political conditions
in France. The “Persian letters” are told from the perspective
of strangers that provides a more distanced view and allows to
question habits, customs and rituals.

Another example is Voltaire whose most influential work
includes the “Lettres philosophiques” or “Lettres anglaises”
(Philosophical letters, English letters, 1734). Formally a
collection of letters, the work is more a compilation of essays,
in which the writer expresses his admiration for the British
nation that is more advanced in terms of civil liberties, religious
tolerance and constitutional monarchy, at the forefront of
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European intellectualism, in philosophy and science. He salutes
a new type of human that is free, in actions and thought, and
does not fear authority. Voltaire is also the author of the fictional
novel “Candide” (1759), in which the protagonist, Candide, a
simple-minded man, is banished from his home castle. He meets
one misfortune after another and is only saved by the most
unlikely coincidences. The novel criticizes and ridicules arrogant
nobility, religious inquisition, war, and slavery.

Progressive ideas were spread through the rhetoric channels
taking the form of treatises, books and pamphlets, but also
through entertaining, easy to understand formats, novels and
plays, making Enlightenment as much a philosophical and
political enterprise as a literary era.

Today, calls for a “new Enlightenment” surface (Pinker,
2018): With ideology, extreme religiosity and anti-science
movements gaining traction, and authoritarian leaders
becoming popular across the globe, there is reason to revisit
Enlightenment as a call for critical thinking. We argue that
“new Enlightenment”—just as “old Enlightenment”—can be
related through entertainment that demasks and possibly
humorously ridicules current circumstances. We propose that
such narratives do not just stimulate to reflect on a certain topic,
but may serve as a call to “think for yourself”, to think critically
in general.

The descriptions of Enlightenment’s “Think for yourself”
resonate with the descriptions of critical thinking. Having a
critical and inquisitive mind-set, emancipating oneself from self-
evident and habitual ideas and arriving to one’s own conclusions
is central to both approaches. At the same time, both the
Enlightenment and critical thinking approaches emphasize that
liberation from traditions and norms are a sign of a modern
and mature individual—and thus address one important
dimension of wellbeing and eudaimonic happiness: autonomy
that describes individuals as independent and self-determining
beings, ready to make their own ways through the maze of social
conventions. Also, “thinking for yourself” feeds into personal
growth when people take on the hardship to stand on their
own feet, and not to rely on others to do the work for them—
and ultimately achieve their own potential. Similarly, purpose
in life may also be a dimension of wellbeing that is promoted
by “thinking for yourself”: Thinking independently of customs
and conventions may uncover and foreground the truly relevant
goals in life rather than following habits and being entrenched in
everyday life without considering the greater picture.

As in “old” Enlightenment literature, todays modern
narratives can contain plots that include critical thinking and
characters that employ it. Viewers or readers observe such
plots and characters and, according to social cognitive theory
(Bandura, 2001), recognize success or failure and either perceive
it as a useful or not useful option for actions. An action (in this
case, critical thinking) is perceived as successful, if the characters
reach their goals or are rewarded by other characters. In this case,
viewers or readers store this way of thinking as a viable option
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for action, and may apply it when the situation is appropriate.
Narrative persuasion theories predict that deep immersion in the
form of narrative engagement or transportation will intensify
the processing of the narrative and its messages (Bilandzic
and Busselle, 2013; Green et al, 2019). Identifying with the
characters, that is, taking their perspective, understanding their
goals and motivations and hoping for a good outcome also
usually support effects of narratives (Cohen, 2001).

The call for critical thinking in a modern media narrative
may take very different forms—practically all representational
activities of critical thinking suggested by Moon (2008) are
possible. To explore the scope of such representational activities
of critical thinking implied by a narrative, we use data from a
pilot study on the recent film “Don’t look up” (McKay, 2021), in
whose plot critical thinking is an integral part, and explore what
viewers perceive and interpret as the film’s call for action.

Pilot study

The goal of the study is to explore viewer interpretations
of a film’s call for action and probe their perception of critical
thinking activities that the film implies. We used a film that
specifically foregrounds critical thinking related to interrelation
of climate change, science, politics, media and society. With this
choice, we seek to explore whether the audience also recognizes
the critical potential of the film. This is a first analytical step to
assure the potential of the new concept “critical thinking” before
we turn to investigating critical thinking as an actual effect in
follow-up studies.

Study material

As material, we chose the film “Don’t look up” (director:
Adam McKay, release: 2021). In this film, a group of astronomers
discover a comet that is on collision course and will destroy the
Earth within 6 months. Their warnings are first ignored and
downplayed, then used as sensationalist fodder for media. The
comet was finally slated to be hit and diverted from its course by
nuclear weapons, but these plans were changed in the last minute
in favor of a much riskier and more speculative plan to fragment
and recover the comet in order to exploit its rich contents of rare
earths. This plan however fails, and Earth is indeed destroyed.
The approaching comet and its deadly force that lies in the future
is seen as an allegory to climate change (Doyle, 2022). It is also
meant to serve as an allegory to science denial more generally
that we have witnessed during the COVID-19 pandemic, as
the lead actor Leonardo DiCaprio himself states in a Twitter
message (Tassi, 2021). As a satire, the film criticizes the slow
and ideologically biased responses to climate change, the lack of
mitigation efforts and capitalism ruthlessly extracting financial
gain from climate change, as well as the corruption of politics
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and media to use or ignore climate change for their purposes
(Doyle, 2022; Guenther and Granert, 2022). The film reaches its
satirical goals, but runs the risk of alienating the audience by
making fun of its very viewers (Little, 2022). The film, turned
out to be one of the most successful releases on Netflix (Buxton,
2022).

Procedure and participants

An online survey was conducted from January 25 to
February 25, 2022 with German-speaking participants. The
short questionnaire contained questions about the film
experience and demographics. For the purpose of this article,
we will analyze the answers to the open-ended question “What
do you think the film wants you to do? The film wants me to...”.

The sample consisted of participants who had seen the
Netflix movie ‘Don’t look up’. They were recruited in a
convenience sample through mailing lists and social media.
With this procedure n = 78 participants were recruited; two
were deleted from the data set due to missing responses. The
final data set contained 76 participants (67% female, age M =
25.21, SD = 5.41, range 18 to 42 years).

Analysis of the open-ended answers

We used the collection of activities of critical thinking
by Moon (2008) to analyze the open-ended answers with a
simple form of qualitative thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2021).

The first step was to identify relevant cases in which
critical thinking was mentioned. For this step, we used a
list of terms describing critical thinking by Moon (2008,
p. 30) that contains the terms “thinking”, “appraisal”,
“evaluation”, “reflection”, “understanding”, “analysis”, and
“awareness” (excluding the terms “management”, “care”,
“review”, and “appreciation” because they are more geared
toward an educational and professional context than the
informal media context). In addition, we added the terms

» o«

“questioning”, “drawing conclusions” and “forming opinions”.
If one or more of these activities (whether as nouns or
verbs, or as synonymous variations) were mentioned in the
respondents’ answers, we coded critical thinking to be present
in the answer.

The second step was to explore the material for activities
of critical thinking (Moon, 2008) that respondents mentioned
as the call for action of the film: (1) Reviewing someone
else’s argument, (2) evaluating an object, (3) developing an
argument, (4) thinking critically about the self, (5) reviewing
an incident, event or fictitious scenario, (6) engaging in
constructive responses to the arguments of others and (7)
habitually engaging with the world. Below we describe how

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2022.1016325
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Bilandzic and Blessing

these activities are present in the answers and give examples
for each.

Results

The first step showed that almost two thirds of our
respondents thought that the film wanted them to critically
reflect (62%), with one or more of the key words appearing
in the answers. While this is certainly not equivalent to an
actual effect of a media narrative to stimulate people to reflect,
it does demonstrate that the majority of viewers understood
and recognized the appellative function of the film that the
producers and actors themselves set out to fulfill. This is not
as trivial as it seems, because an allegorical film about climate
change could also be perceived as a request to simply engage
more in climate protection. Instead, it was critical thinking
that was foregrounded by the answers—with very different
targets. Often, no direct object of thinking was mentioned, for
example, one person (female, 37 years) stated: “More thinking
and questioning!” or another female (39 years): “Scrutinize
more.” In other statements, politics was singled out as the
target of critical thinking; for example, a 28 years old woman
wrote: “Reflect the behavior of politics and humanity.” In
addition to politics, media were often mentioned as a target
of critical thinking: “Be more critical of external influences
(media, sources of funding for political parties) on political
decisions” (male, 30 years) or “Questioning information from
the media and, that I am active myself and that together we
can achieve a lot” (female, 20 years). Finally, specific topics
were also mentioned—especially the two science topics that
the film can metaphorically represent: Climate change and the
COVID-19 pandemic: A 23-year-old female participant, for
example, wrote: “Thinking about which values, things etc. are
really important and that people finally believe the scientists and
become more active, for example, regarding climate protection,
but also COVID”.

As for the second step, we were able to find instances
of all seven of Moon (2008) activities of critical thinking in
the answers.

Reviewing someone else’'s argument

Respondents refer to the activity of scrutinizing arguments
by others in the actual world, for example, arguments put
forward by the media, politicians or the industry. For example,
a 23-year-old woman stated: “Engage more with the issue
of climate change (with the scientific opinions and sources)
and question political campaigns and opinions more closely”,
or “I can look at and understand both sides of future-
relevant topics. Especially when it comes to global warming,
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environmentalists are very humiliated compared to politicians
and tech giants” (male, 26 years). In a more generalized
version, we can find: “I myself also deal with opinions
that do not necessarily correspond to my view” (male,
21 years).

Evaluation of an object

Respondents mention that they felt the call to critically make
evaluative judgments of an object, a situation or positions, for
example, to think about climate change. A typical example here
is feeling prompted to think about climate change in general:
“To reflect on climate change and my/our attitude toward it, to
exchange ideas with other people and to become aware of the
increasingly accelerating effects of climate change and that we
must do something about it.” (female, 27 years). Other objects
include the political system (“question the existing system with
regard to the balance of power and think about its future
viability”, female, 27 years) or media (“Deal more critically with
media content”, female, 26 years).

Developing an argument

Here, participants stated that they felt compelled to find a
position of their own: “Check news sources, make up your own
mind, and listen to science” (female, 25 years) or “Form my own
opinion” (female, 30 years).

Thinking critically about the self

Respondents perceive that the film invites them to critically
assess their own behaviors and to think about ways to contribute
to problems like climate change. For example, a 23-year-old
woman stated: “Getting out of my comfort zone”. Another
example is: “Think more about how my consumer behavior in
general affects the development of the world” (male, 18 years),
and, similarly: “Compare my behavior in the current situation
with that of the film and reflect on it” (female, 23 years), or:
“Become aware of my use of social networks and their filter
bubbles, as well as not jumping from headline to headline and
losing sight of important issues” (male, 22 years).

Reviewing an incident, event or fictitious
scenario

This category was rarely addressed with a specific event in

focus, probably partly due to the very particular way of phrasing
the question that asked for generalizations rather than specific
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events. Responses that went into this direction were focused on
more general real-world events or situations, for example: “think
about the vaccination and don’t deny Corona. That I think about
climate change and the scientists who report on it” (male, 21
years).

Engaging in constructive responses to
the arguments of others

As there was no actual engagement with others in the survey,
this category was mostly realized as a prompt to look for and
work with one’s own evidence, and not rely on someone else’s
interpretation (which can be considered as preparatory for a
constructive response to the arguments of others). Examples
include “Don’t take everything for granted without questioning
it yourself” (male, 39 years) or “Maybe even start learning
more about scientific things from scientifically proven sources”
(female, 22 years).

Habitually engaging with the world

Respondents generalized the call for a critical stance to other
topics or even without a restriction, making critical thinking
applicable to life in general, for instance, “Critically question
and get my own picture of the events based on reputable
sources” (female, 20 years), “get thoughtful” (male, 32 years) and
“question things more and think about them” (female, 22 years).

Implications of critical thinking as a
mind-set effect

In this article, we proposed a new facet of eudaimonic
entertainment that is grounded in critical thinking and the
tradition of Enlightenment literature. Critical thinking as a
mind-set effect of media narratives describes a consequence
of media use that entails a change in how people approach
problems, beliefs and information in general: with an open,
inquisitive and critical mind that seeks to understand and
form opinions autonomously. Steven Pinker, a proponent of
“new Enlightenment” that counters political or ideological forces
seeking to regress societies behind modern achievements, sees
Enlightenment as firmly built on reason as a basic principle of
life and insight into the world, keeping us from delusions like
faith, dogma, authority, mysticism, superstition (Pinker, 2018,
p. 8ff). Critical thinking is one expression of such reason, which
emphasizes that we need to break the habits of thought and
reflect our own thought processes as well as the ways in which
we come to our conclusions about the world.

We presented results from a pilot study on the film “Don’t
look up” (McKay, 2021) and analyzed open-ended responses to
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the question: “What do you think the film wants you to do?” The
analysis showed that almost two thirds of participants reported
one or more activities of critical thinking to be the perceived call
to action of the film. We could also identify many variations
of critical thinking in their responses, ranging from a simple
evaluation of an object to more complex thinking critically
about the self.

The study has certainly some limitations in its ability
to provide insight into critical thinking stimulated by media
narratives. First, it only reflects people’s perceptions of the call to
action provided by the film, not actual effects of the film. While
it was useful to determine the scope of people’s perceptions of
what media narratives may imply about critical thinking, the
results should not be confused with critical thinking that actually
occurs after exposure. Second, the sample size was rather small,
due to the recruitment of viewers of the film rather than a
general population sample. While sample size was sufficient
to inform the qualitative analysis about possible variations in
critical thinking, it was not sufficient to conduct a quantification
of the activities of critical thinking in the aftermath of a film.
Third, looking at one film rather than a range of films has
always its problems, as idiosyncrasies of one narrative are not
corrected or compensated by other narratives. “Don’t look up”
was criticized, for example, for its limited or even inaccurate
representations of the role of media and a devaluation of the
role of celebrity scientists (Fahy, 2022). Here, it would be useful
to also investigate films that do not have this shortcoming (but
possibly others). Looking at several instances of narratives can
provide a more complete picture and make the insight less
dependent on the idiosyncrasies of one product.

While the pilot study cannot serve as a direct test or a
definitive answer to narrative influence on critical thinking,
we can conclude that there is some promising theoretical and
empirical uncharted territory to be mapped out and explored
in further research. Nonetheless, based in the study as well
as our theoretical considerations on critical thinking and the
Enlightenment, we are able to offer first reflections on how the
new concept of critical thinking as a mind-set effect fits in and
enriches current research on narrative effects. We will elaborate
on three aspects: 1) Properties of the narrative conducive to
stimulate critical thinking as a mind-set effect, 2) implications
for theories of narrative effects and 3) the struggle with the
anarchy of fiction.

Properties of the narrative conducive to
stimulate critical thinking as a mind-set
effect

In research on eudaimonic media effects, a focal point of

discussion is the question what properties media content must
have in order to stimulate eudaimonic effects. Raney et al. (2019)
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suggest that no fixed set of properties exists, and that it depends
on the reader or viewer whether meaningful insight can be
extracted: “Without a doubt, some media messages are more
likely to promote reflection on the human condition and life’s
meaning than are others. But, even the most light-hearted
fare often includes meaningful content—such as depictions
of love, hope, or kindness—which can trigger eudaimonic
reactions and appreciation” (p. 260). It seems, however, that
eudaimonic experiences are connected to a higher level of
intensive processing, as dual processing models of entertainment
suggest (Bartsch and Schneider, 2014; Lewis et al., 2014).
Consistent with that, a study by Bartsch and Hartmann (2017)
showed that cognitive and affective challenges in media content
increased judgments of appreciation of a movie. A study by Ott
et al. (2021) demonstrated that films that were described with
eudaimonic attributes in user-generated lists on a movie site
(such as poignant, moving, or meaningful) increase eudaimonic
outcomes such as making sense of difficulties or accepting the
human condition.

For critical thinking, we assume that complexity or challenge
is beneficial, and that no manifest simple message can relieve the
viewer of the burden to do the necessary interpretational work
and draw conclusions. We suggest that complexity or challenge
may consist of three aspects of the narrative text.

First, “meaningful” narratives that address the human
condition, purpose in life, moral virtue or existential concerns
(Oliver et al., 2018) should facilitate critical thinking.

For example, “Don’t look up” is based on the deadly
threat of the comet. Topics like the struggle for survival or
fear of impending death, in principle, concerns all audience
members and can create involvement that increases systematic,
effortful processing (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986), which is known
to be related to eudaimonic media experiences (Bartsch and
Schneider, 2014; Lewis et al., 2014). We assume that such topics
also facilitate critical thinking as a mind-set effect.

Second, another challenge the narrative can offer is a plot
that is an abstraction, metaphor or allegory of the actual issue.
Viewers or readers need to make the connection to the real-
world issue and the real-world people themselves, and when
they do, have solved a cognitive task that leaves a satisfactory
feeling. In “Don’t look up”, the comet is considered a metaphor
for climate change. Of course, abstraction also entails that a
certain ambiguity about the film’s meaning and reference to
the actual world remains—but it is this ambiguity that allows
viewers or readers to complete their creative task of decoding
the metaphor.

Third, the narrative benefits from a distanced perspective,
for example that of the stranger, of the child, a naive
person or the outsider. Observing events from a distance
allows to dishabituate audience members from their usual
perceptions and customary thinking and see the issue from an
outside perspective. In “Don’t look up”, several such distanced
perspectives are offered, for example, the perspective of the
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group of scientists, especially the female lead role of astronomy
doctoral student Kate Dibiasky who discovers the comet and
who—in contrast to her professor Randall Mindy—does let
herself be corrupted by the political and media machinery. This
makes her an outside perspective, but also the fact that she
“cannot be easily transformed into a commodity that she is side-
lined as a scientific voice. She comes from the wrong university
and the wrong gender and does not fit into the limited frame
that women scientists must squish themselves into for public
consumption” (Chambers, 2022, p. 4). Another character that
is suitable for this kind of perspective is the minor character
of Yule who becomes a friend of Kate Dibiasky: “Yule is also
an outsider in the film — he is outside of society (shoplifting
and skateboarding out the back of an abandoned burger joint)
and outside of science. This outsider role allows Yule to be the
only character who appears to be reasonably persuadable or
skeptical of the science, religion and those in power all at once,
and potentially gives the audience a window to reflect on the
messages of the film” (Little, 2022, p. 4f).

Fourth, including accurate facts about the issue at hand
may also support critical thinking as it prompts the viewer or
reader to take the narrative seriously and not to dismiss the
issue itself because the narrative lacks credibility in putting
forward an issue. Some fictions go as far as mixing narrative and
paradigmatic modes (Bruner, 1986); an example of this is “State
of Fear” that we mentioned earlier which combines a fictional
plot and fictional characters with extensive, information-ridden
dialogues and graphs plotting the changes in global temperature.
There is some appeal to this strategy, but it may also backfire by
adding an overtly persuasive and educational component into an
otherwise entertaining text.

Implications for theories of narrative
effects

We will now explore how critical thinking as a new type of
narrative effect is compatible with existing theories of narrative
effects and how it can expand them.

Social cognitive theory

Social cognitive theory predicts that observing a model
character having success with a certain behavior leads to
memorizing the behavioral option and eventually to an
application in an appropriate situation (Bandura, 2001). This
is certainly compatible as audience members can observe
characters engaging in critical thinking and learn from the
encounter. The same rules from social cognitive theory apply:
When a character is successful through critical thinking, the
viewer’s or reader’s own propensity to think critically should
be increased. The theory encounters a boundary when the
ultimate outcome for the critical characters is negative. For
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example, in the film “Don’t look up”, all those who have
been involved in efforts to save the Earth, are killed in
the end.

Counterfactual thinking

The critical thinkers in “Don’t look up” seem to be more
akin to tragic heroes who fail in the face of stark adversity—
they die trying to save the Earth, which makes their effort
heroic and not futile. Still, the straightforward argument of
social cognitive theory of observation-memory-action cannot
explain neither positive evaluations of the heroic characters nor
potential effects. For this type of story with a tragic ending,
counterfactual thinking as an effect mechanism seems more
appropriate: In this approach, an unfavorable (often tragic,
deadly) ending for a character in a story triggers counterfactual
thoughts about how the ending could have been prevented
(Tal-Or et al.,, 2004). Persuasion then hinges on the extent to
which people engage in counterfactual thinking, that is, generate
thoughts about different possible events and outcomes of the
story. This constructive process is quite compatible with critical
thinking, where readers or viewers necessarily need to contribute
extended cognitive efforts to the narrative experience.

Narrative effects theories

Apart from social cognitive theory and counterfactual
thinking, narrative effects theories are also potentially relevant
for critical thinking as an outcome of narrative exposure. First,
critical thinking in a sense presents a contradiction to the main
mechanism of narrative persuasion, counterarguing. Second,
we suggest that critical thinking both as a mechanism and as
an effect in its own right may be used to expand narrative
effects theories.

The first point concerns the main mechanism of narrative
persuasion put forward by current theories such as the
transportation imagery model (Green and Brock, 2000; 2002)
or the model of narrative comprehension and engagement
(Busselle and Bilandzic, 2008): counterarguing. It is defined
as generating thoughts or statements that refute an advocated
position, for example, by questioning the validity of arguments,
pointing out negative aspects of the position or expressing
negative feelings about it (Cacioppo, 1979). Narrative impact
is enabled and supported by reduced levels of counterarguing
against the narratives message (Green and Brock, 2002;
Bilandzic and Busselle, 2013; Green et al., 2019): As narrative
engagement or transportation focuses all mental resources on
the plot and the characters, no capacity is left to be critical
with the story or its assertions. In an engaged mode, readers or
viewers experience a narrative in an intensive, vivid way, and at
the same time, are uncritical with it (reduced counterarguing);
this strengthens the effects of a narrative.
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Narrative effects theories relying on a suppression of
counterarguing as a main mechanism are somewhat at odds
with the notion of critical thinking stimulated by a narrative.
Critical thinking implies that audience members are encouraged
to question and challenge issues—and this does not exclude
the media narrative itself. Following the basic logic of narrative
persuasion theories, a call for critical scrutiny in the narrative
may undermine the persuasive effort if people end up generating
critical thoughts about the narrative itself. In a way, critical
thinking is exactly what needs to be prevented in our current
models of narrative impact.

The second
thinking can be used to expand narrative effects theories—

issue we mentioned above—that critical
builds on these limitations of counterarguing. We suggest
that counterarguing is still a tenable mechanism of narrative
impact—albeit with a limited scope. It is suitable for goal-
oriented strategic communication, e.g., on health (de Graaf
et al., 2016), advertisement (Chang, 2012), pro-social attitudes
(Paravati et al.,, 2022). In these cases, the message is clear:
improve your health, buy the product, help others. When
the message is unambiguous, arguing against or being critical
about the message will weaken the intended effects, whereas an
uncritical acceptance of the message will strengthen it. This may
be considered a limitation of counterarguing as a mechanism:
It needs to be evident what the message is. When the message
is complex, depends on perspective or, like moral dilemmas,
has neither a “correct” solution nor an advocated position, then
counterarguing has no definite target and loses influence as a
mechanism. In such cases, critical thinking may be a more likely
outcome than persuasion: The narrative makes people aware of a
problem and leads them to question their own habitual thinking.
So, one expansion that critical thinking may offer to narrative
persuasion theories is to draw attention to effects that do not
require a suppression of counterarguing.

Furthermore, persuasion—shaping, reinforcing or changing
responses through messages (Miller, 2013)—is not everything
that narratives can do. We have suggested that critical thinking
may be an effect in its own right, which for some issues
may be more plausible or desirable than persuasion—even
in strategic communication: For example, an entertainment
education narrative may promote gender equality in the
workplace; obviously, changing deeply engrained, possibly
unconscious beliefs and behaviors does not happen after one
exposure. Inducing critical thinking rather than aiming at
uncritical acceptance of the gender equality message may
prolong internal preoccupation with the message as it is
pondered again and again. The absence of counterarguing could
conclude the matter right after exposure and prevent internal
cognitive disputes from the outset. A parallel to this idea is
the central route in the elaboration likelihood model (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986), where attitudes that are formed under high-
involvement conditions turn out stronger and more resistant to
future change.
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Thus, the second expansion of narrative effects theories
is that the outcome is not accepting the advocated position,
but a critical mind-set that people will carry outside of the
exposure situation. The critical mind-set applies to all kinds
of topics and may alter the way in which people process
new information and make decisions. A similar idea was
expressed and empirically supported by Xu and Wyer (2012)
who activated a counterarguing mind-set in participants and
found that subsequent exposure to ads was less effective.
The sequence we propose is reversed: A critical mind-
set is induced by media narratives and effective in any
situation afterwards.

A third expansion relates to the motivation to think
critically. As stated above, narrative effects theories assume
that being intensively immersed in a narrative reduces the
amount of counterarguing. The reason is that people have
neither the mental capacity to counterargue, because they are
focused on processing the narrative, nor the motivation, because
it interferes with their enjoyment of the narrative (Green and
Brock, 2002). Our notion of critical thinking as part of the
eudaimonic entertainment experience however suggests that
the media narrative provides the trigger to think critically.
This is an inconsistency, as far as simple persuasion and
hedonic enjoyment are concerned. When critical thinking is the
outcome, it is in line with what we know about eudaimonic
entertainment experiences. As Bartsch et al. (2014) found,
watching a moving short film and feeling moved by it (defined
as an affective state featuring negative valence, moderate
arousal, mixed affect) also evoked more reflective thoughts
that in turn explained a more positive experience of the film.
Mixed affect—that is, a combination of positive and negative
emotions (Slater et al., 2019)—may also be a major motivator to
think critically.

Retrospective imaginative involvement

An additional issue is the time frame of effects and
mechanisms of effects after one exposure or in between
exposures. So far, narrative persuasion research has mostly
focused in either one-time exposure effects, long-term effects
of single exposures (after a week, or a month) or cumulative
multiple-exposure effects. Recently, research has started to
investigate cognitive effects that are stimulated by one exposure,
but are carried on in an internal process by the viewer or
reader: Retrospective imaginative involvement expresses the
mental engagement with a story world and story characters
imaginatively after exposure to a story (Slater et al., 2017; Sethi
et al,, 2022; Sherrick et al., 2022). This may include imagined
interactions or identification with the characters, connections to
one’s own life or counterfactual thinking about the story (Slater
et al,, 2017). This logic can be transferred to critical thinking as
a mind-set with less focus on interactions and identification and
more on cognitive reflection of the narrative.
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The struggle with the anarchy of fiction

Fiction does not have the task to represent truth or reality. As
a format, it builds on a tacit agreement between the narrative’s
author and the audience that fiction tells a story that has not
actually happened, but that also does not pretend to be the
truth and that is certainly not a lie—because what “fiction”
means is commonly (and tacitly) known among the audience
and not considered a problem (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2008).
Fiction is not expected to comply with facts and relate the truth;
often real-world situations or processes diverge from the actual
circumstances in the service of a good story. This is one aspect
of what we term the “anarchy of fiction”—divergent it is, but
legitimately divergent.

Another aspect of the anarchy of fiction is that fiction is not
obliged to provide a unified, clear message. The requirement is
to tell a good story, and not to have a mission. Thus, fictional
narratives more often than not have ambiguous messages. This
is especially true for satirical formats where irony, exaggeration
and caricature leave it up to the viewer to decide what exactly is
criticized and what exactly is supported by the narrative (Little,
2022). Again, clear targets of the satire help achieve effects in
the intended direction. For example, Brewer and McKnight
(2015) found that satirical television news programs about
climate change increased the certainty that global warming
exists. But for fictional satirical films, the message is often
more complicated.

The third aspect of the anarchy of fiction concerns the reader
or viewer. If the message in the narrative is ambiguous, the
message that viewers take away is similarly anarchic. The degrees
of freedom in readings are considerable—we have seen how
many different calls for action people have mentioned in our
pilot study. Still, ambiguous messages are not per se detrimental
for an effect on critical thinking, because simpler message and
simpler recognition of the message also means less interesting
plots, characters and food for critical thought.

The fourth aspect of the anarchy of fiction deals with the
legitimacy of critical thought. One major problem of considering
fiction as a vehicle for critical thought is the demarcation
of substantial, legitimate critical thought from unfounded,
illegitimate, pseudocritical thought. This is especially relevant
as critical thinking and “thinking for yourself” has to some
extent been hijacked by conspiracy narratives. The logic of the
conspiracy “is to question everything the ‘establishment’—be
it government or scientists—says or does, even on the most
hypothetical and speculative grounds” (Goertzel, 2010, p. 494). It
is exactly the call not to rely on authority that connects legitimate
critical thinking with conspiratorial critical thinking. Hiibl
(2020) contends that conspiracies mimic scientific thinking,
with its attacks on the “standard view”, offering a simple and
original explanation, and cultivating a skeptical stance, all while
detached from actual and solid evidence, only representing a
“dummy or superficial imitation of real science” (p. 1). A good

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2022.1016325
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Bilandzic and Blessing

example for such hijacking of critical/scientific thinking by
conspiracy mentality is the novel “State of Fear” that we already
used as an example. In this novel, critical thinking and criminal
investigation is directed at an eco-terrorist group that seeks
to attract attention to climate change by organizing terrorist
attacks supposed to look like climate change effects. A group of
international law enforcement agents and a lawyer investigate
this conspiracy and, along the way, have critical and inquisitive
discussions about the existence and scope of climate change.
Here, the conspiracy theorists offer the dominant narrative
perspective and it is them who apply critical thinking against
the mainstream.

Conclusion

Critical thinking as a mind-set effect is a promising addition
to eudaimonic media effects as well as narrative effects. It is
certainly desirable to create a more emancipated, enlightened
stance in audiences, but a limitation should not go unmentioned.
When the topic is science—as in climate change, or the COVID-
19 pandemic, just relying on one’s own critical thinking may
not be sufficient. Even with the best of critical faculty, and the
most universal of knowledge in natural sciences, it is next to
impossible for non-scientists to look at evidence themselves and
decide on a justified position, if not for a lack in specialized
expertise and access to the research, then for a lack in time.
In this situation, trust in science and scientists become key to
seeking and evaluating information as well as judgments on
science (Hendriks et al., 2016). This complicates the matter
because scientific authorities also belong to the category of
authorities—that, in an enlightened perspective, we do not want
to believe blindly. So, are scientific authorities an exception—
because they belong to the epistemologically privileged group?
In this case, we would need to separate good and bad critical
thinking, which—needless to say—is a shaky enterprise.

In this article, we have provided a theoretical elaboration
of the concept of critical thinking, connected it to eudaimonic
media effects as well as narrative persuasion. We have also
exemplified what critical thinking might look like with a pilot
study on the film “Don’t look up”. As a black comedy, the
film attracted a large audience, one of the largest featured in
Netflix (Buxton, 2022). This may be due to the expectation
connected to the genre comedy, which promises an enjoyable
and entertaining experience. Nonetheless, the film has a deeper,
metaphorical meaning and has a mission to raise awareness
about climate change. This double layer, enjoyable comedy plus
deeper meaning, has been noted in research on eudaimonic
media effects, where, “enjoyment and appreciation have not
been conceptualized as mutually exclusive or as opposite
ends of a continuum, but rather as orthogonal outcomes of
entertainment reception.” (Raney et al., 2019, p. 259). In this
case, we can speculate that the motivation to watch the film
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was hedonic, and the effect was eudaimonic. This, of course,
is a good option if viewers can be expected to be reluctant to
deal with a topic or if a topic is unappealing. But ultimately,
the active part of the viewer cannot be replaced—the viewer
needs to extract meaning from an enjoyable experience, and
this is certainly effortful and possibly painful. As Moon (2008)
concludes for critical thinking in education: “The nature of
thinking of an individual is under the control of that individual
and one person cannot make another think critically” (p. 131).
Similarly, media narratives cannot be regarded as a magic potion
to force someone think critically. However, narratives have the
ultimate advantage over other formats in that they do not put
forward a persuasive intent or patronize their audience. In the
end, the narrative format—accompanying audiences without
authority and patronage—seems like an adequate vehicle for
Enlightenment’s goals to release citizens into autonomy and self-
reliance.
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