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ABSTRACT 

 

The major problem in this Article is to explain how living with brain 

cancer is reflected in Letters to God movie. The purpose  of this research is to 

analyze Tyler’s life in David Nixon’s Letters to God movie based on the individual 

psychological perspective. The object of study is Nixon’s Letters to God movie. It 

is using an individual psychological perspective. In analyzing this study, the 

researcher uses qualitative research and individual psychological perspective. 

The result of this study shows that in this movie David Nixon illustrated a 

psychological phenomenon in which an individual had a positive attitude in 

encountering the incurable disease.  
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A. INTRODUCTION 

Cancer is a disease caused by the abnormal uncontrolled growth of 

cells in the body. There are more than three hundred various types of 

cancers listed by National Institute of cancer. Cancer is classified 

according to the part of the body where it starts. For example: Breast 

cancer, Leukemia (Cancer in the Blood), Skin Cancer, Liver cancer and 

Brain cancer (www.medicinenet.com/cancer). 

 



 

Brain cancer is a disease of the brain where cancer cells grow in 

the brain system. According to Davis (Schwinghammer and Koehler, 

2011: 373-377) “Medulloblastoma is a rapidly-growing tumor of the 

cerebellum, the lower, rear portion of the brain”. It is located in the 

cerebellum are referred to as infratentorial tumors. In this spread, the 

cancer is very scary. Cancer cells grow to form a mass of the system of 

cancer (tumor) that interferes with brain system functions such as muscle 

control, sensation, memory, and bodily functions normal. Cancer cells that 

develop from brain system are called primary brain tumors. This tumor 

generally found only in children.  

The fact shows that for the patients with cancer, particularly brain 

cancer, they will experience the physical changes that make them feel 

different from others, such as hair become bald and eyebrow slowly 

disappear by itself, it is experienced by Tyler, the main character in the 

Letters to God movie. Letters to God is based on the real story about an 

immature child with cancer who finds wish and strength by essay letters to 

God. Tyler Doherty is an 8 year-old suffering from cancer and with a love 

for writing and sending letters to God. Tyler’s habit is write a letter to 

God, which contains a prayer for himself, family, friends and everyone 

around him as well as the outpouring of the heart of the activities that had 

he lived. From his habits, we can analyze Tyler’s personality using the 

individual Psychological approach. 

Individual psychology is a science to understand the experience 

and behavior of each person as an organized entity. Adler (Feist, 2006: 65) 

believes that the major purpose of a personality theory should be served as 

an economical and fruitful guide for therapists and ultimately for 

everyone,  in  affecting  changes  toward  more a  psychologically healthy 



behavior.  In individual psychology we learn about behavior of individual 

and how they are improve their behavior in social life to be better. This 

process can be influenced by many ways; there is fictional finalism, 

inferiority feeling, striving for superiority, social interest, style of life, 

creative power of the self.   

The purpose of analyzing Letters to God movie is to know how living 

with brain cancer is reflected in this movie. In analyzing the movie, the 

researcher will focus on the analysis of the major character; Tyler Doherty 

from the aspect of Individual Psychological perspective by Alfred Adler, 

in this research, the writer uses a qualitative research. It is a library 

research while data source are using literary data. It aims at analyzing the 

movie using individual psychological perspective. 

B. RESEARCH METHOD 

In analyzing how Tyler’s living, the writer uses Letters to God 

movie which is released to theaters on April 9, 2010 by David Nixon as 

the object of the study. The movie is primary data and the materials about 

Individual psychology are secondary data of this study.  

The writer uses the technique of data collecting in this research, 

there are watching and learning the movie repeatedly, reading the script to 

get more understanding, reading some related reference to observe the 

theory, taking notes of important in both primary and secondary data and 

classifying the data into some categories. The technique of data analyzing 

in this study is descriptive analysis, in which the researcher identities of 

the effort of living with brain cancer using Individual Psychological 

Approach. 

C. RESEARCH FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

The analyzing of  the individual psychological condition in this 

dramatical movie reflected by the main character is divided into six 

aspects, namely, inferiority feeling, striving for superiority, fictional 

finalism, and style of life, social interest, and creative power. 



 

1. Inferiority Feeling 

Everybody has inferiority complex, they regard the other people 

can do anything more than their self. Adler notes that “an individual 

with detective organs typically tries to compensate for their weakness 

by intensive training” (Feist, 2006: 74).  

The first is Tyler’s condition after cancer surgery. After cancer 

surgery, Tyler’s appearance is changed. He becomes bald because of 

the chemotherapy effect. He is afraid that his classmates will sneer at 

him. Tyler’s feeling proves the theory of inferiority feeling. The 

Compensation is his classmate are welcome Tyler’s coming cheerfully. 

Tyler  : Mom? 

Maddy : Mm-hm? 

Tyler  : Do you think the kids at school will 

make fun of me? 

Maddy :  Some will. Only because they don’t 

know what else to say. 

Tyler  : Hmm. What should I do if they do? 

 Wait. I know. I’ll do what Jesus would 

do. 

Maddy : You don’t have to go, you know. 

Tyler  : No. I have to go. 

   (LTG script, 00: 23: 23) 

Tyler’s inferiority felling also arise when he think that Ben mad 

and hate because of Tyler’s sick, they have conflict after Tyler listen 

the row between Ben and Maddy that he (Ben) jealous with Tyler 

because all of people pay attention to Tyler. The Compensation is Ben 

didn’t angry with Tyler, but he feels sad with Tyler condition, he afraid 

if God take Tyler such as take his father. 

The content of Tyler’s letter to God also indicated his inferiority 

feeling, he write that he forgets to remind Sam to have a stance like 

Jesus.  

"Dear God...my first day back at school was very 

exciting. I forgot to tell Sam to do what Jesus would do. 

We all ended up in the principal’s office to sort things 

out. My mom came for me and Sam. I’m not sure who 

she was more worried about. On the way home, Mom 



tried to be very firm.  But when Sam told her how 

mashed potatoes were stuck up Alex’s nose she laughed 

and laughed. Now I know You’re getting my letters. 

Because only You could figure out a way to make her 

laugh. We got home just when the mailman was at her 

house. I guess all the excitement got to me, because I 

threw up on his shoes. My mom couldn’t believe it. All 

she could do was laugh. All in all, God, it was a very 

good day." 

(LTG script, 00: 28: 43) 

2. Striving for Superiority 

Everyone has a striving for superiority. It is to make a better life. 

They must more aggressive if they wish to get something; they must 

leave the humble oneself feeling. They strive for perfection is not only 

as individulas; as members of society, but they strive to perfect their 

culture. According to Adler (Hall and Lindzey, 1970: 123) 

“acknowledges that the striving for superiority many manifest it self in 

a thousand different ways and that each person has his own concrete 

made of achieving or trying to achieve perfection”. 

This condition was illustrated after Tyler had his cancer surgery. 

One morning, his friend called Sam promised to visit him at home.  

She asked Tyler whether he got better.  Tyler answered that he tried to 

be healthier. Although he was still sick, Tyler behaved like a healthy 

person and wished to do activities like his friends namely back to 

school. 

Tyler : I’m working on it. 

Sam : Let me look at you. Hmm. You don’t look so 

bad. 

Tyler : I’m much better. I think I’m going back to 

school even. 

Sam : Oh! Thank goodness. 

(LTG script, 00: 20: 24) 

Tyler’s striving for superiority also show when he want to join 

in a ball competition, he make certain his mother that his condition is 

fine, Maddy worried about his condition because she think that Tyler 

didn’t strong enough to play it. 



Tyler : Mom, Coach Dave wants to know he 

called to see if I can play in the game 

next week. 

Maddy : Oh, Tyler, honey, I don’t think you’re 

strong enough, sweetie. 

Tyler  : But I am. I am. I am! 

Braddy : Yeah, I mean, I think he’s strong 

enough. See? Right. What’s the worst 

that can happen? He gets tired, and he 

has to sit down. See? See? See? 

Maddy :Oh, honey, you know, I just don’t--I 

really just don’t think it’s a good idea. 

Tyler : Please? Please? 

Braddy :  Okay, we’ll compromise. Tyler will 

dress up, and only if he’s feeling really 

up to it, then he’ll play a little, and if 

he’s not feeling so hot, then he’ll help 

coach. Come on, Maddy. You gotta let 

him play. He’s a natural. 

Maddy : Hmm?Hmmmmm? [Laughs] Okay! 

Tyler  :  Oh, yeah!Yeah! 

(LTG script, 01: 18: 48) 

 

Tyler’s striving for superiority also found when he wants to 

repair his relation with Alex, he wants Alex knows that he don’t mad 

at him. Tyler knows why Alex always makes him of fun. 

3. Fictional Finalism 

Every human being has a purpose or goal for his life, so every 

person has to struggle for their life. Struggle for life is the implication 

from fictional finalism. According to Adler (Hjelle and Ziegler 1992: 

154) ”each person’s guest for superiority is guided by fictional goal 

that he or she has adopted”. Adler believes that the person’s fictional 

goal of superiority is self-determined; it is formed by the person’s own 

creative power, therefore making it individually unique 

Tyler’s Fictional finalism shows when he wants to be a God’s 

warrior, who can be strong, wise and clever when tested by the gods 

with such condition. 

Mr.Perryfield :You must be the famous Tyler. 

Tyler  : Why am I the famous one? 



Mr.Perryfield : Because God has chosen you, the 

strongest, the wisest, the smartest, to 

receive the honor. 

Tyler  : Wow!  

Mr Perryfield : Okay, good. Now, where was I? 

Tyler  : I’m a warrior. 

Mr Perryfield : Ah, yes, you are God’s warrior, which 

means you can ride forth victoriously in 

truth, humility, and righteousness. Even 

though you’re sick, when people see 

how strong and brave you are, why, it 

makes them take a look at their own 

lives. And so, maybe that’s why they 

make fun of you like Alex. But, Tyler, 

there is a glorious truth. God is truth. 

And it’s your job, Tyler, to point them 

toward Him. And if they turn to Him, 

they find the truth. Wouldn’t that be a 

wonderful victory? Tyler, do you 

understand? 

Tyler  : I think so. 

(LTG script, 00: 40: 26) 

The Fictional Finalism which showed Tyler’s dream was when 

he was sitting with his elder brother in the house terrace. Tyler asked 

his older brother to write a letter to God. He believed that by that letter, 

God could help his family life. 

Both illustrations show that Tyler who suffered from cancer 

wanted to recover from his illness. He fought against his illness with a 

spirit that could be strong, wise and clever when tested by the God 

with such condition. He wanted to feel the excitement as a normal 

human being like his friends. 

4. Style of Life 

One of efforts of someone to get success is how they choose 

style in their own life; they have different ways in showing their life 

style. According to Adler (Feist, 2006:78) “style of life refer to the 

flavor of person’s life. It includes not only the person’s goal, but also 

self concept, feeling toward others, and attitude toward the world. It is 

the product of the interaction of heredity, environment, goal of 

success, social interest, and creative power”. 



The style of life of Tyler in Letters to God movie belong to the 

socially useful type, because Tyler always spirit to go through his live, 

he has a good relationship with Braddy the local postman who 

delivered his letters to God. Tyler is a kind person who all of people 

know him, he always optimist in his life and useful for his 

environment. 

"Dear God, I feel yucky today. But Sam really wants to 

climb trees. I already threw up three times this morning. 

Sam’s gonna need another friend, you know. And, 

God... please help me to tell Ben that I broke his guitar 

string. I didn’t want to tell him, but I think he knows. 

Help Ben forgive me. He’s the best brother in the whole 

world. God, do You think You can find somebody for 

Mom? She’s been so lonely since Dad went to heaven. 

Could You send someone that could make her happy? I 

know it must be hard on Mrs. Baker, because babies cry 

a lot. She misses her husband, too.But she still finds 

time to make us stuff. Don’t tell Mom, but Mrs. Baker’s 

fried chicken  is way better. I think I’ll be seeing You 

soon. I’m not feeling better like I used to. Before I die, 

can You help my friend Mr. Brady? He’s so cool, and 

he has a boy.But I don’t think they see each other. 

Could You tell Mr. Brady’s heart it’s going to be 

okay?" 

(LTG script, 01: 26: 07)  

This letter means that Tyler cares to other around him, he 

always prays for their kindness. Tyler believes that God will answer 

his pray to create the solution in their life. 

5. Social Interest 

From birth, people were endowed to interacting with others, 

they cannot live without others. They have to make such kind of clan 

to get a certain purpose to continuing their life, its begin in the family 

environment, parent educate to their child how to make a good 

interaction with other people. God creates human as social creatures 

who live in society where many other people live. Adler says “Social 

interest can be defined as an attitude of relatedness with humanity in 

general, as well as empathy for each member of human race” (Feist, 

2006: 34-35).  



The social life of the main character looked when his friends 

visited him while he was in the hospital. At that time, Tyler was lying 

limp in the hospital with the a tube of infusion still lodged on his right 

arm. Happily, Tyler begged his mother to deliver his friends to play in 

the park. He wanted to make his friends glad because they had visited 

him. After reaching the park, Tyler asked his friends to pray together 

in order that one day when he died he could go to heaven.  
 “…Dear God, help Alex find the door in his heart and 

let You in. In Jesus’ name, Amen…” 

(LTG script, 01: 09: 35) 

 

A social life shown by Tyler was looked at the content of the 

letter he wrote. Tyler prayed to God in order that his mother got a new 

companion to replace her husband who died several years ago. 

"…God, do You think You can find somebody for 

Mom? She’s been so lonely since Dad went to heaven. 

Could You send someone that could make her 

happy?"… 

(LTG script, 01: 26: 37) 

 

The next social interest of Tyler is he cares for others around 

him, he always prays for their kindness. Tyler believes that God will 

answer his prayer to create the solution in their life. 

"Dear God, I feel yucky today. "But Sam really wants 

to climb trees. I already threw up three times this 

morning. Sam’s gonna need another friend, you know. 

And, God... please help me to tell Ben that I broke his 

guitar string. I didn’t want to tell him, but I think he 

knows. Help Ben forgive me. He’s the best brother in 

the whole world. God, do You think You can find 

somebody for Mom? She’s been so lonely since Dad 

went to heaven. Could You send someone that could 

make her happy? I know it must be hard on Mrs. Baker, 

because babies cry a lot. She misses her husband, too. 

But she still finds time to make us stuff. Don’t tell 

Mom, but Mrs. Baker’s fried chicken  is way better. I 

think I’ll be seeing You soon. I’m not feeling better like 

I used to. Before I die, can You help my friend Mr. 

Brady? He’s so cool, and he has a boy. But I don’t think 

they see each other. Could You tell Mr. Brady’s heart 

it’s going to be okay?" 

(LTG script, 01: 26: 07)  



From the explanations above, it could be concluded that Tyler’s 

social life was very high. It could be seen in all his letters. From all of 

those letters, Tyler begged in order that his family life better. In 

addition, every prayer in Tyler’s letter always contained prayer for 

others. That was Tyler’s social life. 

6. Creative Power 

Creativity is the main motivator for the person’s life goal. Man 

is an artist for their life. They must be creative to make their life 

differences with other, they free to choose what they will. According 

to Adler (Hall and Lindzey, 1970:127) “The creative power of the self 

is hard to describe”. 

The creativity shown by Tyler when he wanted to be treated by 

his grandmother. At that time, the incision of cancer would be entered 

with fluid by Tyler’s grandmother. Suddenly, Tyler cried out loud and 

made the grandmother, mother and his elder brother panic, but Tyler’s 

scream was just to make a joke of his grandmother. 

Tyler  : Uh, Granna? 

Granma : Mm-hm? 

Tyler  : You sure you’re okay with doing this? 

Granma : Oh, piece of cake. Your mom taught 

me how to do it. 

Tyler : Um, are you sure you know how to do 

this, Granna? 

Granma : Cool it. You’re making me  nervous. 

now slow. 

Tyler : Make sure you don’t get an air bubble 

in my heart. 

Granma : Yes, sir. Tyler? What’s wrong? 

Tyler  : Aaaaah! 

Granma : Tyler! Oh! Tyler! 

Tyler  : Aah! 

Granma : Tyler! 

Tyler  : Aaaah! 

Granma :Tyler! Oh, for heaven’s sake! 

(LTG script, 00: 13: 21) 

The creativity owned by Tyler was shown when he made false 

eyebrows. It aimed to beautify Tyler’s appearance postoperative and 

chemotherapy that caused hair loss and eyebrow. 



The next thing that showed Tyler’s creativity was he wrote a 

letter to God. He aimed to convey his feeling directly to God. Without 

stopping, he wrote the letters until he reached hundreds of letters. 

The Conclusion of some of the explanations above is that Tyler 

has creative ideas which are able to represent his desire to do 

something in his life. 

D. CONCLUSION 

After analyzing Letters to God movie in order to understand how 

living with brain cancer is reflected, the writer concludes the result as 

follow. Based on the psychological analysis, it is evident that in this 

movie David Nixon illustrated a psychological phenomenon in which an 

individual had a positive attitude in encountering the incurable disease. 

He shows how Tyler’s need to be strong in facing his live with the illness 

which change his body, his hair fell out and his eyebrows are almost 

gone, Tyler would be stronger than everyone else around him even though 

he is the one going through cancer. 

The pedagogical implication of this study is that someone should 

have big spirit in any condition. Moreover the students who become the 

young generation, they have the perfection of physique and healthy 

condition should have the high enthusiasm to reach what they want to be. 

Meanwhile, person who has the incurable disease still have enthusiasm to 

be living to reach successfulness, like the major character of the movie of 

this research that has the high enthusiasm in his live even at the sick 

condition. Based on the results, this study may be useful as a material 

consideration in the deepening of knowledge according to this study, to be 

a reference for the pursue knowledge so that useful in education. 

Moreover, it also can be used by teachers as teaching materials in literature 

in particular individual psychology. 
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