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Abstract 

This thesis looks into how the documentary 20 Days in Mariupol, made by Ukrainian filmmaker 

Mstyslav Chernov, can shape public discourse on war, as well as the broader implications of 

cinema in shaping societal perceptions of a contemporary conflict. The data consisted of a 

thematic analysis performed on a hundred reviews of the film. The reviews were selected from a 

movie reviewing platform called Letterboxd. The platform positions itself as a cultural and 

cinematic hub, which encourages not only critique and reflection on the films themselves but 

also broader conversations on politics, personal experience and social issues.  

As a result of the analysis, three major themes emerged: (1) Emotional & Physical Discomfort, 

which documented the audience’s intense reactions to uncensored and emotionally impactful 

scenes of violence, grief, and destruction; (2) Personal & Political Perspective, which captured 

how viewers used the film as a catalyst to explore wider social and political issues, propaganda 

narratives, and historical analogies; and (3) Civic Responsibility & Incentive to Raise 

Awareness, which recorded how the film motivated audiences to take action - such as sharing the 

documentary, advocating for aid to Ukraine, or engaging in discussions on justice and 

accountability. 

Through the lens of Cultivation Theory, Media Framing Theory, and Neurocinema, the study 

demonstrates how 20 Days in Mariupol impacts public discourse by eliciting visceral reactions, 

shaping collective memory, and mobilizing civic engagement. Additionally, concepts such as 

narrative form, genre, and the film’s capacity to shape identity and change were considered. The 

findings reveal how the documentary, when grounded in real events, can act as a powerful 

cultural agent - raising awareness, countering misinformation, and inspiring viewers to connect 

with distant conflicts. 
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Introduction 

 

Cinema is a mirror the society holds up to look itself in the eyes. We see ourselves 

through the narratives the cinema serves as a medium for.  Fictitious or not, narratives have long 

been ingrained in our society. From early ages till now, taking different shapes, it has been used 

to create connections and to share relevant information (Bordwell, 2008). Storytelling is highly 

impactful as it connects real-life events with key takeaways and allows the viewer to perceive a 

topic from ever-changing perspectives. Moreover, besides the quantity of transmitted data, an 

important aspect of storytelling is its quality. Through narratives, complex, abstract and/or 

sensitive information can be translated into comprehensible language (Gupta, Jha, 2022). 

Important to mention is that cinema has a somatic effect on the spectator. The narrative the 

audience is observing, through its content, makes them cry, laugh, sigh, have goosebumps, and 

more. These reactions help solidify the key takeaways of the story, making them more 

memorable and impactful (Grotkopp, 2022).  

Throughout its history, cinema has been used to both the benefit and the disadvantage of 

humanity (Nascimento, 2019). It has been used as a tool for raising awareness as well as one for 

spreading propaganda. Throughout its existence of a little more than a century, film as a concept 

has been linked to a window, a frame, a screen, a mirror, or an eye (Elsaesser, Hagener, 2010). 

Recognizing all forms cinema can take allows us to more comprehensively analyze and 

understand its impact. As depending on the form it takes, so can its impact vary. One such form 

that cinema can take is as a tool to raise awareness. Throughout its existence, cinema has been 

used to bring light on important social issues, different forms human oppression can take, 

dangerous ideologies or wrongfully interpreted historical events (Nascimento, 2019).  

As cinema is an important tool in raising awareness and spreading truth on important, 

life-altering events, it is important that this tool is studied and understood in order to know how it 

works and how it can be manipulated (Nascimento, 2019). One way it can be done is through the 

analysis of specific use cases. One such case, ranging on the spectrum of human oppression and 

long established ideologies, is the ongoing (as of Spring 2025) invasion of Ukraine by the 

Russian Federation. The complex relationship between the two has been documented in cinema 
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over the last decade, covering the events surrounding the annexation of Crimea and the war in 

Donbas, both taking place in 2014 (Human Rights Watch, 2024).  

More recently, a range of documentaries have been created in order to uncover the truth 

about the 2022 invasion. Mstyslav Chernov - an Ukrainian photojournalist, war correspondent 

and filmmaker, has brought worldwide attention to the conflict through his documentary 20 Days 

in Mariupol (Pulver, Shoard, 2024). The reception the movie has received ranged from 

nominations to wins in prestigious awards categories. Such awards cover the Pulitzer Prize, the 

Academy Awards, BAFTA, the Critics Choice and dozens other renowned honors 

(20daysinmariupol.com, 2025). The aforementioned awards suggest the film was well received, 

with established movie platforms registering tens of thousands of registered views, thousands of 

written reviews and high scores of 8,5/10 and 4.1 /5 (IMDb, Letterboxd, 2025).  

Although the topic of the relationship between cinema and war representation, and its 

impact on public discourse has been thoroughly explored throughout the years and the 

connection well established, (Nascimento, 2019) with this paper, I want to specifically bring 

light on a topic less explored due to its novelty, one of cinema and the conflict currently ongoing 

in Ukraine. Having it happen in the era of cyberspace, especially in the rise of social media and 

platforms which facilitate public discourse, it is possible (and interesting) to observe how it 

might be influenced by movies which cover a specific social and cultural scene (Ede, 2009). 

 Platforms designed specifically to initiate a discussion on movies have become more 

common (Ashby, 2024), allowing and encouraging film discourse, its socio-cultural scene and its 

impact on the viewer. The reviews of such a platform will be used for this paper’s core analysis 

method, analyzing qualitatively, trying to uncover a pattern in the identified themes. What truths 

can be uncovered by analyzing the public discourse on a film covering the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine? As film encourages public discourse, and public discourse is a way of perceiving and 

understanding public affairs, so then the question of the impact a film has, becomes relevant. 

This brings us to the respective problem formulation: 

●​ How does the documentary 20 Days in Mariupol influence public discourse on war, 

and what does this reveal about the role of cinema in shaping societal perceptions of 

a contemporary conflict in the context of the war in Ukraine?  
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​ The importance of analyzing this case stems from the limited representation of the 

invasion, as well as the wide-spread misinformation shared by the Russian Government (Pulver, 

Shoard, 2024). It also stems from how crucial the footage of Mstyslav Chernov was. His crew 

that witnessed the beginning of the war was the only link between the besieged city and the 

outside world. Their footage is what later became a symbol of the oppression and the resilience 

of the attacked civilians (Pulver, Shoard, 2024). The scarcity of representation is also proven by 

the fact that Ukraine has won its first and only Academy Award for a film documenting war, pain 

and oppression (Pulver, Shoard, 2024). Seeing how the film gathered international recognition, it 

also created a discourse online far surpassing the one of its immediate geographical locations, as 

proven by tens of thousands of reviews written in English, on an international platform such as 

Letterboxd. With the war still ongoing, as of Spring 2025, and the data selection from the same 

period, it was interesting to see how public discourse on war is shaped in the context of a 

contemporary, and understudied, due to its novelty, conflict (Pulver, Shoard, 2024). 

Literature Review 

​ In order to more comprehensively understand the medium’s role in influencing public 

discourse and shaping societal perceptions, the following section will cover what a film is, what 

its core structure is, its importance, and how that core structure manifests itself in a fictive or 

non-fictive scenario.  

●​ The Anatomy of a Film 

 
In order to more thoroughly understand a film and its impact on public discourses, it's 

important to dissect it in a way which allows the reader to spot easily the connections between an 

aspect of the movie and the societal perception of a topic. It is also important to establish a 

degree of clarity and mention the difference in definition between a movie, a film, a motion 

picture, and cinema.. The terms movie,  film and motion picture will all be used interchangeably 

throughout this paper, as all are used to describe a sequence of consecutive still images recorded 

in a series to be viewed on a screen in such rapid succession as to give the illusion of natural 

movement, the difference in use of the terms being mainly attributed to the use of American or 

British English (Dictionary.com, 2025). Film is one of the terms which, alongside with the 
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meaning described above, will also be used interchangeably with the term cinema - both alluding 

to the medium or art form itself.  

​  

Having established the terminology to ensure clarity of reading, the next step involves 

breaking down the movie into key components, which will be used later on in the analysis, to 

better create the connections between the identified themes. One such component that will be 

extensively described in the following section is a narrative.   

●​ Narratives as an ingrained way of perceiving life 

 
Currently it is difficult to imagine a scenario in which a film is distinct from narratives. 

The narrative is a description of a series of events unfolding and a key component of a story 

being told (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). Consequently the story being told - the storytelling, 

encompasses all the necessary techniques to convey the narrative, which in the world of cinema 

includes the sound, the acting, or the cinematography (​​Chang et al., 2014, p. 539) (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2025). It is a neat cycle in which all components work together to convey a message 

to the audience. Despite the slight difference in definition, throughout this thesis the terms 

narrative and storytelling may be used interchangeably, alluding to the aspect they both have in 

common. Such an aspect is the retelling of events which consists of a development of the 

plotline, of characters, and of a message (Fog, et al, 201 ).   

It is not always however that a movie was synonymous with a narrative. The first ever 

moving sequences - The Horse in Motion, 1878 (Wikipedia, 2024) - was focused on novelty and 

curiosity. As the medium evolved, so did the focus shift from just the form of display, to a more 

nuanced aspect - the narrative. Due to the implementation of the narrative, the movies evolved 

from being just a spectacle, to the carriers of important messages regarding personal and societal 

issues (Kerrigan, 2018). As such, it can be concluded that storytelling (consisting of the narrative 

as well as all the devices needed to develop said narrative) is an essential aspect of a film, and 

accordingly, we might ask ourselves, what role does it have in creating an impactful discourse 

around a movie? To try and answer the question, in the following chapter, I will explore the 

nature of narrative itself. 
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Despite it being a phenomenon as old as time, the study of narrative became more 

prominent during the 20th century, around the same time as the rise of cinema. In fact one of the 

reasons the narrative was studied so late in the course of history was indeed because of the 

emergence of new types of media (Bordwell, 2006). The researchers and theorists were being 

enabled to rethink the concept of storytelling, as it was no longer only told through words, but 

also shown in the emerging, at the time, comic strips, radio skits and movies/ TV shows. The 

narrative became a transmedium activity. However, even before being defined or studied, the 

narrative has always been an essential and pervasive aspect of our life. We create a story around 

our daily routine or activities when describing them to others, and in turn, they try to relate to us 

through another story. We say how we feel through a story, we use it to relate to others and 

understand our place within our group (Bordwell, 2006).  

Narratives function as tools of self-expression, connection and belonging (Bordwell, 

2006), and they have done so from the earliest stages of humanity, and across cultures and 

societies. Proof of that lies in cave and sand paintings, in children’s games like the Cat’s Cradle 

and other string figures, or later on, in folktales and mythology (Bordwell, 2006). The spectrum 

of narratives seems to indicate an indisputable, universal aspect. As such, the vastness of the 

concept would require that it is studied from multiple points of view, and by different disciplines. 

Narratology (the study of narrative structure, (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020)) is respectively 

where literature, anthropology, psychology, law, sociology and film collide. It is considered an 

“interdisciplinary paradigm” (Bordwell, 2006).  

Therefore, the discussion proceeds with delving deeper into the relationship between 

storytelling and one of the aforementioned disciplines - film. As mentioned earlier, a narrative 

can be used as a tool of self-expression, connection and belonging. If narratives are an integral 

part of a film, then so is a film a way of self-expression, connection and belonging. 

Consequently, to answer the question above, the role of storytelling in impacting the discourse of 

a movie is crucial as it is responsible for the development of the plot and transmission of the 

message.  
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●​ Film as an agent of change and identity creation 

The narrative’s structure, in the literal sense, consists of events arranged in a timeline. It 

has characters and generally - a message. There are however less tangible aspects of a narrative 

which are just as important. They require expanding upon in order to more extensively 

understand how they may contribute to the creation of the self, especially in relation to a film. 

One such intangible aspect which consolidates a narrative is the concept of change. Events 

arranged in a timeline and recurring characters may not be enough if something, anything, 

doesn’t change. Places, temperaments, or attitudes usually transform, or as Aristotle put it - the 

fortune goes from bad to good, or from good to bad (Bordwell, 2006). This approach to 

theorizing a narrative is called action-centered.  

To counteract it, another tendency in narratives is agent-centered. As the name might 

suggest, the narratives which are agent-based tend to focus more around the development (or 

change) of characters, than the rapid change of circumstances or fortunes (Bordwell, 2006). To 

make the connection between theory and medium: in cinema, an action-centered film would be 

represented best by genres such as adventure, action or sci-fi, whilst independent films and 

dramas would hold the stage for agent-centered narrative. Regardless, to some degree, both 

structures co-exist in the medium - and both can be used as tools of advocating change 

(Bordwell, 2006).  

Continuing with the idea of change, an interesting link can be made between the 

theoretical interpretation of a narrative and a qualitative study conducted on the relationship 

between movies and identity. The study - published in 2017 in the American Psychological 

Association journal called Qualitative Psychology, aimed to explore the nature of identity 

creation. Acknowledging that the self is crafted by interacting with the social world, the study 

then focuses on self-creation and interaction with stories - both written and observed (Breen, 

2017).  

Despite the fact that a narrative plays a similar role in both written and observed/ seen 

media, within the framework of this paper - I will focus on the relationship between identity 

creation and narratives represented in films (Breen, 2017). The data collection consisted of 

interviews conducted on a convenience sample of young and middle aged adults, with questions 
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covering the ideas of self, identity and belonging as being reinforced by the contact with seen 

stories (Breen, 2017). Before diving into the relevant for this paper results, it is important to 

briefly touch upon the criteria used to define the self. Understanding what the self is helps to 

more accurately create the link between narratives and identity - and respectively helps frame 

films as indispensable carriers of said narratives and how they may influence public discourse on 

certain topics.  

The criteria used to define the self in this study is divided between the self as an actor, an 

agent and an author (McAdams, 2013). As an actor, the participant would look in the narrative 

for traits they currently associate with themselves. As an agent they would look for potential 

future development of the self and as an author they would reflect on their own life in relation to 

the encountered narrative (McAdams, 2013). Excerpts of the interviews related to all three 

criteria suggest a general theme of identity creation by means of introspection, prospection, 

pattern seeking, empathy exercising, or belonging-experiencing (Breen, 2017). As part of the 

introspection, interviewees would talk about a film and how it helped them change their view on 

their past behavior, or their view on a bigger, more encompassing event. An example of that can 

be the master narrative of redemption exercised in American media with which its citizens 

strongly associate (Breen, 2017).  

To circle back on the concept of change - the connection can be made between the 

theoretical interpretation of a narrative, the qualitative study mentioned above and the problem 

formulation of this paper. According to the theoretical framework provided by Bordwell, a 

narrative, whether agent-centered or action-centered, includes the important aspect of change - a 

character’s change of circumstances, of fortune, or of worldview. By observing the change in 

narrative based media, the audience, by engaging with the role of an actor, an agent or an author, 

is able to either empathize with the changes, use them for introspection or prospection, or use 

them for a shift in their personal perspective. If a film can be used to potentially create a shift in 

one’s personal perspective, it can be argued that collectively - films can be used to potentially 

create a shift in public discourse and respectively, in shaping societal perceptions.  

To strengthen the conclusion with an example, we will look at the Challenge for Change 

program. The Challenge for Change was a government-funded activist program initiated by the 

National Film Board of Canada. It ran from 1967 to 1980 and produced close to 250 films. The 
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program targeted audiences, cineasts and policymakers with the goal of addressing a myriad of 

social issues covering marginalization, poverty, sexism or colonialism (National Film Board of 

Canada, n.d.). The purpose was to raise awareness, give a voice to the voiceless and influence 

policies - all done  through film. The program positioned itself as a tool of activism - a medium 

of change. The program was successful in influencing policies as well as the public discourse 

surrounding the social issues mentioned above. To conclude it with a quote - not only would the 

government inform the people, but the people would also inform the government, a rare example 

of a government funding public criticisms of itself  (Potter, 2012).  

Advocating for the idea of films as agents of change are also the authors, professors and 

renowned film scholars Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagner. In their book Film Theory they 

reject the mainstream idea of movies as only entertainment or artistic self-expression, and instead 

shift the light towards movies as tools of change in people’s lives and worldviews, attaching 

themselves to various public discourses and ideologies in order to dominate, transform and 

distort their perception (Elsaeser, Hagener, 2010).  

●​ The barrier between fiction and non-fiction  

​ One important aspect to consider when analyzing a film’s role in shaping societal 

perceptions is whether a film is fictional or non-fictional. The film genre could determine a 

different tone of voice in the narrative, a different pace or cinematography choices, and as such, 

could potentially have a different impact on the audience (Sellors, 2014). Exploring the 

relationship between a film’s genre and its differences in terms of narrative and directorial 

choices could lead to a more thorough understanding of how a film is able to influence public 

discourse. 

 In order to understand the relationship between fictional and non-fictional films, it’s 

important first to explore the forms of writing themselves. British philosopher and academic 

Gregory Currie explains fiction as that which invites make-belief. According to him, the author 

intends that its readers imagine the written content, rather than trust it as facts. Similarly, Currie 

explains non-fiction as that which invites belief. According to this interpretation, the author 

intends that its readers either find the written content plausible or implausible (Hollis, 2023).  
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Currie’s interpretation of the two modes of communication is valuable for this study as it 

focuses not so much on what fiction or nonfiction is, but rather on the intentions behind using it 

and the capacity to recognize those intentions on the other end (Hollis, 2023). As the problem 

formulation is concerned with exploring the relationship between a film and its impact on public 

discourse, it’s valuable to understand how the director’s intention to transmit a message is 

recognized by the audience, and further how the audience responds to that intention.  

Consuming fictional content is linked to stimulating critical thinking through 

encouragement of imagination and empathy exercising. A documentary, such as 20 Days in 

Mariupol, on the other hand, because of its nonfictional nature, invites the audience to informed 

thinking - a process in which they would form their opinions based on the observed facts rather 

than personal opinion. In this way, a non-fictional film could come off as having more authority 

and more power in urging moral responsibility, opposed to fictional films which would then be 

better at encouraging empathy from the viewers (Hollis, 2023).  

Theories 

Based on the literature review, it is possible to deduce that films, through their narratives,  

can be influential in providing change within the audience's personal worldview and within 

public discourses, then it is important to look at the theories which aim to explain the 

phenomena. Such theories include the cultivation theory - aiming to explore the relationship 

between exposure to seen media and shifting/forming beliefs about the world (Shanahan, 

Morgan, 1999), media framing theory - which, similarly, explores the same relationship, but 

focuses specifically on how the seen media is presented, and finally the neurocinema theory 

which aims to explore the neurological impact of movie watching on our brain, and how it may 

further influence cognitive processes.   

●​ Cultivation theory  

​ As mentioned above, the theory aims to explore the relationship between a change in 

personal perspective and exposure to seen media. It is important we pay attention to this theory 

as it can provide some answers into the impact of movies on individual beliefs, and respectively 

on collective ones through the means of a public discourse. As with other mentioned aspects of 
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seen media, the discourse of the cultivation theory starts with the narrative (Shanahan, Morgan, 

1999). 

George Gerbner, founder of the cultivation theory, sees the narrative as having a more 

active and independent role, opposed to Bordwell’s interpretation of the concept as “…tool of 

self-expression, connection and belonging” (Bordwell, 2006). Gerbner sees it less as a reflection 

of the society, and more as an influence on it. The narrative is seen in terms of its functionality, 

having the roles of (1) revealing how things work, (2) describing what things are, and (3) telling 

us what to do about them (Shanahan, Morgan, 1999). Gerbner’s theoretical framework 

introduces the idea of narratives as tools, capable of influencing how the society views concepts 

such as gender roles, power, violence, race, social norms and others (Shanahan, Morgan, 1999).  

To contextualize this theory within the aforementioned literature review,  I will reiterate 

an example, to further emphasize its use. The impact the Challenge for Change program had was 

not merely a byproduct of its run, it was its intended outcome. The projected films were run with 

the goals of telling people how things work, what they are and what to do about them.  

It is important to thoroughly understand the impact the medium has on the audience, not 

simply as an artistic form of self expression, but as a powerful tool in shaping people’s 

worldviews. It is also important to recognize a limitation of the theory. Gerbner’s framework for 

understanding the phenomena was relevant in the late 1960’s when the era of television, 

currently known as the Golden Age of Television, was characterized by the emergence of more 

critically challenging and political films (Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.). Gerbner’s main concern 

was a controlled mainstream environment where repetitive information could be spread out with 

the goal of manipulating the audience. He referred to it as a …dangerous condition of the 

cultural environment (Shanahan, Morgan, 1999).  

In contrast, today, media consumption is more diverse and decentralized in nature than it 

was in the 1960’s. However, the cultivation theory still applies through one important aspect, one 

of using films, television and the internet as a tool to influence the audience, albeit in a more 

fragmented way (Maximino, 2014). This theory will further be used to understand the impact 20 

Days in Mariupol can have on its audience, based on the analyzed data.  
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●​ Media framing theory  

Media framing theory, similarly to cultivation theory, aims to explore the relationship 

between exposure to media and forming/shifting beliefs about the world. However, it focuses 

more on how the information is presented to the audience, rather than its aftermath. The theory 

states that the spectators’ choices on how to process a piece of information largely depends on 

how that information is framed (Zamith, 2022). The media framing theory is based on the 

framing theory, a term first coined by Erving Goffman - Canadian-American sociologist 

(Goffman, 1974). The theory aims to explain using structures as a way of perceiving reality. 

These structures range from metaphors and comparisons, to stories and eventually mass media, 

which the media framing theory is especially concerned about (Zamith, 2022).  

Media framing describes a world which is perceived through multiple realities, and states 

that objectivity in transmitting information through media is rarely, if at all, achievable. As 

showcasing reality just as it is, in its entirety or accuracy is extremely unlikely, so are the outlets 

transmitting the information choosing which version of reality to transmit. These aspects may 

include choices on what to show and what to leave out, which elements to emphasize and which 

to downplay, all done in a way which transmits the desired message. This process is both 

conscious and subconscious in nature, and can influence the actor transmitting the information, 

leading to a reiterative process of information sharing (Zamith, 2022).  

The media framing theory is used to understand how mass media works. As part of mass 

media, the framework also applies to understanding how films can be used to transmit certain 

messages. Through select phrasing, visual composition, narrative voice, choice of protagonists, 

length of takes or length of the overall film, the actors can capture a reality which they want to 

transmit (Zamith, 2022). This theory is particularly important when analyzing Chernov’s 

documentary’s impact on war discourse, and furthermore, the impact of cinema in shaping 

societal perceptions of contemporary conflict. Through this theoretical lens it is possible to 

more thoroughly create parallel lines between the identified themes in the analyzed data and the 

choices Chernov made in creating 20 Days in Mariupol.  
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●​ Neurocinema 

Last but not least, an important theory which will guide the analysis of data is a theory 

concerned with the effects of films on brain activity and long-term decision making. The study of 

the cinema’s impact on the brain began with philosophical discourse on consciousness. French 

and Swiss film director Jean-Luc Godard mentioned the myriad ways a movie can influence the 

mind, ranging from music, sound and picture to how the film is edited. Philosopher Bertrand 

Russel claimed watching films deprived children of free will, learning what essential life 

experiences are through the medium, whilst Henri Bergson, French philosopher, was one of the 

first to notice the connection between cognition, intuition and cinema (Moghadasi, 2015).  

Hasson Landesman is a notable name in the study of neurocinema. In his work 

Neurocinematics: The Neuroscience of Film he describes his study which consisted in using an 

fMRI in order to monitor brain activity while watching a movie. By using a method called 

inter-subject correlation (ISC) analysis, Hasson could measure and compare the degree of 

similarity in brain activity of different viewers when watching the same film. As a result of the 

study, it was registered that when watching films which were charged with fast paced, 

emotionally impacting scenes, as opposed to scenes of everyday life, the ISC was higher. This 

indicator meant that the same brain regions of different participants were active, around the same 

time, when watching the same scenes (Moghadasi, 2015).  

The ISC was especially high in the regions of the brain responsible for perception of 

vision, hearing and language, which ties to Jean-Luc Godard’s view on movies as impactful 

through their use of music, sound and picture. To conclude, this theory allows us to understand 

why some films leave a specific impression on a larger group of viewers, why they are impressed 

by the same parts, why the same parts make them cry or feel nauseous, and how this shared 

experience further influences public discourse on a specific topic (Moghadasi, 2015).  

●​ Application of Theoretical Framework 

The three theories create a framework for future analysis which allows to draw lines 

between the problem formulation and how public discourse is essentially affected by being 

exposed to the documentary. To understand how the audience was impacted by watching the 

film, cultivation theory will be used to explain the effects of exposure to ideas, media framing 
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will be used to explain how those ideas are constructed and transmitted, and neurocinema will be 

used to conclude the analysis with understanding how the audience responds to those ideas. The 

framework will consist of the three aforementioned theories, applied to each theme according to 

the degree of their relevance, with one primary theory and two supporting ones. This approach is 

known as theory triangulation, and will be used to more comprehensively analyze the audience’s 

response (Carter, et al, 2014). Additionally, concepts introduced in the literature review such as 

the functions of a narrative, films as an agent of change and identity creation, as well as the 

differences between fictional and non-fictional content will be used when presenting the analysis 

of the data.  

Methodology  

Philosophy of Science 

The problem formulation seeks to explore the nature of a specific study case. By focusing 

on the question how, it is possible to argue for an ontology that is stratified and reflects multiple 

realities co-existing. It cannot exist beyond the subject and its mental constructions. This is best 

represented by the intention to create knowledge with a focus on societal perceptions and 

public discourse. As the problem formulation is exploratory, so is the knowledge created in a 

subjectivist way, where the subject (people’s personal opinions), impose meaning on the object 

(the documentary). This is a bottom up approach, where through data analysis and pattern 

seeking, generalizations and a potential theory will be reached. As such, the philosophical 

orientation this paper takes is contextually unique and inductive, and seeks to understand rather 

than predict or deconstruct (Moon, Blackman, 2017).  

In order to understand the reality surrounding the problem formulation, I will make use of 

hermeneutics, specifically thematic analysis to try to find hidden meaning in texts and practices. 

Additionally, social constructivism will be considered when analyzing the data through the lens 

of media framing theory - given that the theory relies heavily on contextual meaning behind the 

transmitted information. Both hermeneutics and social constructivism aim to understand a 

problem, rather than measure quantities, and as such the data collection is of qualitative nature 

(Moon, Blackman, 2017). The goal of the paper goes beyond simple summarization or frequency 

counting. It focuses rather on identifying themes and patterns and relating them to the explored 
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problem, trying to make sense of it. This reasoning explains the choice for using thematic 

analysis over content analysis (Moon, Blackman, 2017).  

Methodology 

For data analysis a total of 100 reviews were selected from the film-reviewing platform 

Letterboxd using purposive sampling - a non-probability sampling method. The selection criteria 

requires that the reviews are selected using the newest first sorting option and that they are in 

English. As the problem formulation is exploring the influence of cinema on public discourse, 

the respective criterion allows one to take into consideration the lasting impact of the 

documentary and its continuous role in shaping societal perceptions (Bullard, 2024). Placing 

them on a timeline, the film premiered early 2023, with the analyzed reviews from the first few 

months of 2025. This gap ensures that the reviews are not simply a product of initial shock or 

proximity to the beginning of the military conflict. Selecting the reviews in English ensures 

consistency and accuracy. As the platform focuses on logging, reviewing and rating movies, it 

allows for little information on the background of the user, their age, country of origin, or native 

language, preserving their anonymity. 

When users log in the film to Letterboxd and review it, they have the option to rate the 

film from 1 to 5 stars, most opting to rate it. For the purpose of this paper, the rating itself that 

came with the review was not taken into consideration, as it changes from user to user based on 

reasons such as personal preference, opinions on the narrative, production, cinematography, or 

influence from other ratings.  

Letterboxd is a social platform used for registering, reviewing and rating movies. As 

opposed to other platforms such as IMDb or Rotten Tomatoes, Letterboxd positions itself as a 

cultural hub, focused on creating a community around the cinematic experience beyond simply 

offering information on a specific movie or being able to register it as watched (Ashby, 2023). It 

allows its users to write elaborate diary-like entries about their experience watching a film, create 

customized lists of movies which share common themes, pay attention to subtler aspects of a 

movie such as its themes, genres, relevant written articles, or customized posters for the film . As 

opposed to other platforms, Letterboxd also offers the option to network. A user can be followed 

by or follow friends and filmmakers . Respectively, its user experience can be used to understand 
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how it actively encourages public discourse. When logging a film you are encouraged to write a 

review, before being able to see the rest. The reviews can be liked and answered to. The films 

can be organized into lists, which raises visibility for other films tackling similar themes. When 

checking the film, it is also possible to document which of your friends wants to watch it, has 

seen it, or rated it, further reinforcing a sense of community.  

 As the problem formulation tackles the impact of cinema on public discourse, it was 

relevant to choose a platform which encourages reflective and critical thinking, its users often 

relating the watched film to current events, personal or political perspectives.  

A number of 100 reviews were selected before starting the coding process, with a goal in 

mind for it to be adjusted until data saturation is reached. Braun & Clarke (2012) in their APA 

Handbook of Research Methods in Psychology, note that the number of themes differ depending 

on the case, but mention that around six themes are often generated as a result of thematic 

analysis. As part of the analysis, three themes of two interlinked ideas were identified, and as no 

new themes emerged beyond the 100th reviews, it was enough to reach data saturation. The 

reviews were placed on a grid (Appendix, 2.3. Coded Reviews) and after a thorough read certain 

ideas began to repeat themselves. Those ideas I have given codes, and proceeded to conceptually 

code the rest of the reviews. Conceptual coding is used to summarize the data by attributing 

concepts to sentences. This approach not only reflects the surface information, but also addresses 

the hidden meanings and implications of the data (Delve, n.d).  

A complementary part of the analysis consists in watching the documentary itself. It is 

done in order to be able to place the identified themes into context and keep the overall data 

analysis grounded. Themes are identified within the documentary, however no further analysis is 

performed as it is beyond the scope of this study.   

Case description 

​ 20 Days in Mariupol is an Ukrainian documentary which covers the first 20 days of the 

2022 Russian Invasion of Ukraine, specifically through the siege and eventual fall of Mariupol, a 

strategic city in southeastern Ukraine. It is directed by filmmaker and war correspondent 

Mstyslav Chernov, who has received in 2023, among other awards, a Pulitzer Prize for Public 
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Service (20daysinmariupol.com, 2025). The feature has won countless prestigious awards, and 

has been projected across hundreds of film festivals and events  (20daysinmariupol.com, 2025).  

​ Throughout its 1 hour and 34 minutes run, the film covers the horrifying acts of 

aggression imposed on the Ukrainian population in Mariupol. Divided into 20 days, it covers the 

attack in rapid progression, shifting from initial targeting of strategic points of the city, to 

targeting the civilians themselves. Chernov keeps the camera rolling at all times. He captures 

missile strikes destroying homes, hospitals, and fire stations. He captures doctors trying to 

resuscitate injured children and parents’ grief. He captures overfilled morgues and mass graves. 

In the background, Chernov’s voice narrating the events comes in stark contrast to the 

emotionally charged images displayed on the screen. To counteract the cries of people, his own 

voice is calm and neutral.  As he is filming the people he is interviewing, he keeps asking for 

their name, trying to cut the distance between the audience and the suffering.  

​ The filmmaker is also making use of other narrative techniques. Briefly, he is making use 

of a non-linear storyline, by beginning the movie with the tanks surrounding the hospital they are 

in, an event which eventually is reached on day 20 of the documentary, the last day. Chernov 

uses the framing device to showcase the story the Russian side is crafting in response to the 

footage which Chernov would send to the international press before the official release of the 

film. Chernov is also engaging in visual symbolism. He does so through multiple shots of 

abandoned  shoes: solitary shoes, shoes full of blood, children shoes with tags still on.  

​ Watching the film, additional to coding the data, allows for a holistic understanding of its 

impact on public discourse. It allows further drawing of parallel lines between the film and the 

reviews, between theories and data.  

Analysis  

​ The analysis results will be thoroughly addressed in the following section. As mentioned 

in the methodology, the analyzed reviews yielded 12 codes, combined then into 3 themes. The 

identified codes are: discomfort, loss_of_words, lasting_impact, political_discourse, 

anti_russian_sentiment, anti_war_speech, personal_reflection, personal_encounter, 

discourse_on_the_medium, call_to_action/empathy, urge_others_to_watch, 

collective_responsiblity. As it can be seen in Figure 2. Analysis Results, the themes were 
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predominant in the reviews with unequal frequency, yielding 76 mentions (or 44.6%) of the 

Personal & Political Perspective theme, 60 mentions (or 36.1%) of the Emotional & Physical 

Discomfort theme, and last but least, 32 mentions (or 19.3%) of the Civic Responsibility & 

Incentive to Raise Awareness theme. The results will be discussed in the following order, and 

per theoretical frame established in the literature review.  

​ Each theme will be discussed in relation to the aforementioned theoretical framework, 

consisting of cultivation theory, media framing theory and neurocinema, in order of their 

relevance. The results analysis will be concluded by addressing key points in the literature 

review, such as narratives as a way of perceiving life, films as an agent of change and identity 

creation, and the specificities of the film genre in transmitting a message.  

Figure 1. Results of the Data Collection 

Themes Description of Themes Quotes 

Emotional & 

Physical 

Discomfort 

 

Viewers feel physical and emotional 

discomforts, often mentioning 

crying, feeling nauseous or having 

issues sleeping at night. They also 

note a lasting impact of the film as 

well as difficulty rating, reviewing or 

talking about the film.  

“This movie left me feeling light 
headed, nauseous, and angry…” 

“Couldn’t avoid crying in some 
scenes” 

“I watched the movie, I felt numb, I 
went to bed, I heard fireworks at a 
distance, I couldn't sleep.” 

“Shocking to see for real, quite hard 
to review” 

Personal & 

Political 

Perspective  

By reviewing the film, viewers draw 

on politics and current issues to 

make a personal statement regarding 

the war. Often that means anti-war 

speech, critique of the politicians, or 

of how the society is tackling 

military conflicts. Viewers would 

also share their personal encounters 

“sad realisation of war that hasn't 
ended yet” 
 
“The little formal touch that really 
elevated this for me is the way 
Mstyslav Chernov edits in breaking 
news footage including images and 
clips that we've seen him capture 
over the course of each day. It makes 
a clear connection between those 
images and clips you see on the 
news…” 
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with the war, or draw parallels to 

their own life.   

“This documentary does not dwell on 
political abstractions or strategic 
overviews. Instead, it immerses the 
viewer in the raw, immediate 
experiences of those trapped in a city 
under siege.” 
 
“...War is bad. Watching this I just 
can’t help but think of the brown 
people in Palestine who are getting 
bombed and destroyed, suffering the 
same way, but are being treated so 
differently than Ukrainians.” 

Civic 

Responsibility & 

Incentive to Raise 

Awareness 

 

Viewers would use their review of 

the film as an opportunity to call 

other viewers to action. They would 

comment on the importance of the 

film in raising awareness of ongoing 

military conflict. Reviews also 

included practicing empathy and 

being accepting of those fleeing the 

war.  

“...everyone should watch at some 
point” 
 
“A must-watch for anyone who 
considers themselves informed about 
modern geopolitics, or even if you 
don't.” 
 
“Side note, but if you think that the 
*1 PERCENT* of our global 
economy should not be spent to send 
aid to countries like Ukraine, I 
strongly encourage you to try your 
hardest and become a more 
empathetic person” 
 
“You HAVE TO watch THIS film” 
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Figure 2. Analysis Results  

●​ Personal & Political Perspective  

The most common theme identified within the coded data was the Personal & Political 

Perspective theme. In the 100 reviews it was mentioned a total of 76 times, or 44.6%. The theme 

consisted of the following codes: political_discourse, anti_russian_sentiment, anti_war_speech, 

personal_reflection, personal_encounter, discourse_on_the_medium, which meant the audience 

used the review as a platform for their own agenda, engaging in discussing politics, personal 

opinions, anti-war sentiment or critique of the documentary in terms of narrative choices.  

​ Cultivation theory will serve as the primary analytical framework for describing and 

interpreting the results under this theme, with media framing, and neurocinema as supporting 

theories, as per aforementioned theoretical framework. The cultivation theory states that 

exposure to visual media can shift or shape one’s worldview. The founder of the theory, George 

Gerbner, attributes the media and their narrative an active role, meaning that the media can be 

used as a tool in shifting one’s worldview. The functionality attributed to the media and the 

employed narratives consist of having the role of revealing to the audience how something 
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works, describing to them what it is and explaining to them what to do about it. Through this lens 

it is possible to understand that Chernov’s documentary, and respectively, the narrative he 

employs to send the message, play an active role in shaping the audience’s perspective, a 

phenomenon best exemplified by the analyzed reviews.  

​ The documentary reveals to the audience what the beginning of the war was truly like. 

Contrary to the news that the Russian Federation spread of conducting a special military 

operation, the film reveals a full scale invasion of Mariupol, which after the attack and the siege 

resulted in thousands of deaths, most of them civilians (Human Rights Watch, 2024). Through 

narration, interviews and footage of the city’s gradual destruction the film describes to the 

audience what the situation is like. Lastly, the documentary tells its audience what to do about 

the witnessed information.  

Chernov narrates that ...if the world saw everything that happened in Mariupol, it would 

give at least some meaning to this horror (20 Days in Mariupol, 2023). In his words, witnessing 

the injustice, remembering it and spreading it is part of raising awareness, part of the action. 

Throughout the documentary, civilians, doctors and security forces are all urging the crew to 

show the world the atrocities committed against the Ukrainian population. Special measures are 

taken to make sure the footage is transmitted, such as allowing the filming crew to break curfew 

or being protected by security forces when encircled by Russian troops. All of these actions, 

directly and indirectly, tell its viewer to remember, to know, to share, and to help. Through 

showcasing Russian media propaganda in his documentary, Chernov is warning its audience of 

dangerous misinformation and telling the viewer to approach the media carefully.  

The reviews within this theme are reflective of the cultivation theoretical framework and 

the film’s power to influence its audience on topics such as power, violence and oppression. 

Gerbner sees media and storytelling as a powerful tool, rather than simply a device to exercise 

artistic self expression. As such, the theme of Personal & Political Perspective mostly identified 

within the analyzed data best represents the medium as an active tool in impacting public 

discourse.  

As the film reveals how the war really began, describes to the audience what the 

situation is, and tells them what to do about that, so are the reviews reflective of the power the 
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documentary has in shaping or shifting personal and political perspectives, as well as 

encouraging discourse. The reviews attributed to the Personal & Political Perspective theme 

showcase a tendency of discussing the war by placing it into a wider context of personal 

experience, politics, history, other military conflicts, or other forms of oppression.  

For example, in retrospect of viewing the documentary, reviewers would use the platform 

as an opportunity to address their own privilege and ignorance regarding issues such as 

organized violence happening in regions outside their borders: “I’m so lucky to be in the position 

where something like the war in Ukraine has been an ordeal that can be mitigated to a sort of 

“out of sight, out of mind” kind of thing, which I’m sure most Americans share the same 

sentiment. I am so disappointed in myself for ever thinking like that”.  

Other ways in which the documentary would act as a catalyst for personal and political 

discourse is by igniting anti-Russian sentiment: “That’s why I will hate Russian people till the 

end of my life, “This Russian propaganda makes me want to throw up”, or “This perfectly shows 

the true destruction the Russians have inflicted upon an innocent sovereign nation”. Reviews also 

prove the documentary can influence how society views violence and speaks of political 

injustice: “Seeing how it was possible to have so much explicit and raw material in an 

audiovisual production about a modern topic (...) is impressive. It's horrible to think that this is 

the mark being left on the world…”, “The judgement day for certain men of power in this world 

will one day come”, or “It was hard enough to just watch 90 mins of this I can’t imagine the 

terror of living through it. My heart breaks for the people of Ukraine.” 

The cultivation theory focuses on using media as a tool of influencing the audience’s 

worldview on concepts such as power, violence, social injustice or structural abuse. The reviews 

indicate that the audience, as a result of watching the documentary, draw parallel lines outside 

the film to existing issues, events, people and opinions. As such it can be concluded that by 

watching the film and being confronted with its message of what things are, how they work and 

what needs to be done, the audience then responds by engaging in meaning-making, or in other 

words, responds by proving a shift in their personal perspective, a phenomenon explained by the 

cultivation theory framework.  
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Media framing theory can be used to further expand on the analysis of the Personal & 

Political Perspective theme. Although it is similarly used to explain the relationship between 

observed media and a shift in personal perspective, it focuses not simply on the effects of the 

exposure, but also on how information is framed, and how the public responds to that framing. 

The theory focuses on a constructionist view of reality, where media outlets, despite trying to 

represent a narrative as unbiased and objective as possible, would still have to choose how to 

present certain elements of the narrative, which to emphasize and which to downplay. Although 

such measures are often necessary when trying to transmit complex and large-scale information, 

the theory also describes how framing can be used consciously, in order to transmit a desired 

message.  

For example, Chernov chooses to include in his film segments of Russian propaganda, 

added post factum to the depiction of the first 20 days of invasion. It contrasts the narrative of 

the documentary, and it can be argued that this choice of emphasis has impacted the way the 

audience has responded to the film. Reviews such as: “…shows the full horror of war without 

embellishment. It's a reminder of how Russian propaganda can distort reality.”, “Drives me mad 

that Russian politicians and news anchors call these fake images and fabricated footage.”, or  

“…maybe it should be shown to anyone who believes the «we do not target civilians» narrative 

set by Russia.” indicate that the audience didn’t simply observe the framed message, but 

recognized it and used the reviews as a platform to actively respond to it. These reactions prove 

an emotionally charged response, a resistance to the misinformation, a desire to share that 

resistance with the digital space and the creation of a discourse on war, all shaped by viewing 20 

Days in Mariupol.  

Other examples which effectively illustrate how specific choices influence the audience’s 

response relate to Chernov’s depiction of casualties. Reviews such as: “To watch this as someone 

who was the same age as most of the teenagers who were playing football.. something simply 

terrifying” and “Imagine you're a kid playing outside with your friends and suddenly you get hit 

by a long-range missile. In the blink of an eye, you lose…” responded to Chernov filming a 

father grieving his son killed with a missile whilst playing football. Additionally, the 

documentary is depicting emotionally impactful scenes such as injured children on the operation 
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table, doctors unable to resuscitate patients, families learning of a close person’s demise, injured 

civilians, improvised morgues and mass graves.  

 These scenarios, in addition to causing a strong emotional and physical response, 

prompted the audience to reflect on the situations outside the boundaries of the film: “Watching 

children die, get wrapped up in unicorn blankets, and thrown into mass graves just to be lost to 

time like the thousands of other lives that were lost in the siege. Real humans, gone just like 

that.“, “Once again, children are the biggest, most prominent victim of war. This picture 

highlights this fact in a really graphic way, so viewers should beware.”, and “To watch Mariupol 

progressively destroyed and its children killed is excruciating. A total and damning 

condemnation of war“. By reviewing it through the lens of their own life and experiences, the 

audience engaged in a process of meaning-making and respectively, created an environment 

suitable for broader discourse on the cost of war. By creating these external ties to reviewers’ 

personal lives and/or other conflicts, events and politicians, it is possible to observe the role 

cinema plays in shaping societal perception on a contemporary conflict, specifically in the 

context of the war in Ukraine.     

Lastly but not least, neurocinema can be used to complement cultivation theory and 

media framing, as it explains how the strong emotional and physical response from the audience 

can lead to a process of introspection. This sequence can be documented by reviews split in two 

parts: one documenting the physical and emotional discomfort, followed immediately by 

political and personal perspectives: “Indescribably upsetting. This gets more valuable as a 

document as time goes on and a general sense of war fatigue makes for more fertile ground for 

apathy and denialism.” 

●​ Emotional & Physical Discomfort  

​ The second most common theme identified within the analyzed data was the Emotional 

& Physical Discomfort theme. In the 100 reviews it was mentioned a total of 60 times, or 36.1%. 

The theme consisted of the following codes: discomfort, loss_of_words, and lasting_impact, 

which as the names might suggest, meant the audience used Letterboxd as a platform to share the 

often lasting physical and emotional discomfort felt as a result of watching the film. The 

reviewers would describe crying, feeling nauseous or having trouble sleeping at night due to 
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scenes depicting pain, grief, destruction and death. Loss of words is a common occurrence as 

well, the audience struggling to rate, review or talk about the film.  

​ Neurocinema is a theory which can be used to explain the effects a film can have on the 

human brain. Unlike cultivation and media framing theory, which explain a film’s impact by 

focusing on the source, neurocinema explains the same impact, but focuses instead on the 

recipient. The initial studies, through fMRI monitoring of brain activity, came up with results 

which were able to explain the audience’s shared response to a film. When encountering 

intensive, emotionally-charged scenes, as opposed to scenes of everyday life, the same regions of 

the brain become active, across multiple viewers. The second most common response to the film 

was describing the same emotional and physical discomfort. This reaction would suggest that the 

film engages with the same sensory areas in the brain, such as the visual or the auditory cortex 

(Trafton, 2025). As such, the theme proves a cognitive and affective response from the audience, 

rather than a subjective one. The audience’s response can be measured and used to further 

understand the impact films can impact collective perceptions of events.  

​ Examples of physical discomfort such as: “I’m am completely disgusted and in complete 

shock…”,  “This made me sick to my stomach.”, “I cried 5 times within the first 30 minutes.”, ”I 

just cried through the entire film” or “I cried like a champ while pressing my teeth against each 

other due to anger and impotency” are proof of neural synchrony.  

​ Cultivation theory can be used to explain the potential impact films can have on shaping 

or shifting beliefs. Although documenting the actual shift within this theme is difficult, the 

reviews are indicative of an audience that is aware of a potential worldview change. Examples 

such as: “A monumental film”, “Most brutal and honest documentary I have seen”, “Probably 

the most harrowing film I will ever watch.”, “...is something that will stay with me for the rest of 

my life.”,  or “One of the most traumatic films of my life.” all point to a potential cognitive effect 

produced by the documentary. A cognitive effect is the change in the process of perceiving, 

processing and remembering information as a result of being exposed to stimuli (Baroni, 

Castellanos, 2015).  

Reviewers become aware of the impact the documentary can have on them, and so it can 

be argued that this very awareness might lead to a potential actual impact. Consciously 
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recognizing “knowledge about oneself as a learner” is best explained by metacognition, a process 

of  “thinking about thinking” (Lai, 2011). According to this process, engaging in self-awareness 

as a result of being exposed to stimuli can lead to enhanced memory encoding (involves the 

acquisition of information during exposure (Mecklinger, Kamp, 2023)) and emotional salience 

(involves the prominence of an emotional experience in influencing memory encoding, storage, 

and retrieval (Fiveable, 2024)). As such, these aspects reflect well on the premise of the 

cultivation theory in terms of shaping/shifting beliefs and the audience’s response from being 

exposed to the documentary.   

​ Media framing theory, which focuses on the effects directorial choices have in shaping 

the public’s response, can be used to further expand on the Emotional & Physical Discomfort 

theme. Reviews such as: “I struggle to rewatch (…) the part of the kid getting killed playing 

soccer...”, “...the sound of a mother or father grieving their child is something that will stay with 

me....” or “Every speck of blood, dying baby breathing its poor last breath, every ounce of 

horror, every tear, every death is painstakingly REAL….”  indicate Chernov's intentional use of 

emotionally distressing scenes such as the child getting killed when playing soccer, doctors 

trying and not succeeding in resuscitating infants and the parent’s visceral reaction to their 

children’s death.  

It is evident the director is not simply conveying information through these scenes. His 

intention goes beyond showing what he sees, it also encompasses how he sees it. He is 

amplifying the emotional scenes mentioned above by not censoring anything. He keeps the 

camera fixed on the protagonists, choosing not to cut or move away even when witnessing 

somebody’s last breath. The editing in these scenes is minimal. When nurses are running with the 

patients through the hospital to provide them with urgent care, Chernov follows them closely, not 

cutting the prolonged sequence of visually redundant information. His intention inevitably 

creates in the viewer the same sense of urgency and anxiety the medical staff and immediate 

family is feeling. In these scenes he refrains from narration and any audio effects, instead letting 

the audience capture as much of his perceived reality as it is possible.  

Chernov’s framing choices immerse the audience in the reality he is experiencing, and the 

audience’s response of intense physical and emotional distress is proof that they are not simply 
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tagging along the film’s events, but are actively taking part in it, mirroring the emotions they see, 

crying alongside people grieving their loss.  

●​ Civic Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness  

​ The last identified theme is called Civic Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness. 

In the 100 analyzed reviews it was identified 32 times, or 19.3%. It consisted of the following 

codes: call_to_action/empathy, urge_others_to_watch, and collective_responsibility. As the name 

might suggest, the theme encompasses reviews concerned with calling other viewers to action, 

recognizing the film’s importance in raising awareness on the war, or cultivating a sense of 

empathy and understanding.  

​ The cultivation theory will be used once again to understand how being exposed to media 

can contribute to a change in the viewer’s worldview. The founder of the theory sees the 

narrative employed in media as a functional tool, rather than a form of self-expression. He 

assigned to this narrative three distinctive roles: one of revealing how things work, one of 

describing what they are and one of telling the receiver what to do about them. Similarly to the 

Personal & Political Perspective theme -  where cultivation theory helped explain how the film 

prompted viewers to self-expression, within this theme, viewers felt compelled to redirect their 

experience watching the film not into reflection, but instead into action.  

​ Respectively, as a result of watching the documentary, the audience would use the 

platform not just to place the events into a wider context of personal experience, but actively to 

advocate for civic engagement. Reviews such as “a must-watch.” , “I want to shove this in the 

face of every one who thinks we need to stop helping Ukraine”, “this need to be yearly rewatch”, 

“ I just really wish that everyone who supports r@ssia in any way or form gets to watch it.”, or 

“Absolutely essential war viewing on Russia’s crimes.” are strongly indicative of the audience 

encouraging others to take civic responsibility. These responses, among many others of the same 

nature, can be attributed directly to being exposed to 20 Days in Mariupol. As such, it is possible 

to observe the audience engaging in meaning-making as an aftermath of watching the film, and 

respectively, it is possible to prove the impact the film has had on their shifting/ shaping beliefs.  

​ Media framing -  a theory concerned with the impact of how information is presented - 

can work as a supporting analysis frame. The theory can explore the relationship between what 
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Chernov chose to show and how the audience was compelled to civic engagement as a result. 

Examples such as: “that we’re letting this happen to innocent children, babies, men and women”, 

“How can you be aware of the horrors going on and not want to help? No more out of sight, out 

of mind. If nothing else, become aware.”, “Makes about as solid a case as one can imagine for 

why none of us should be pleased about the latest Russian invasion” or “Let us not forget who 

this is about. Ordinary citizens, civilians of Ukraine. Bombed. Shelled. Killed. Forced out of 

their homes and lives. Unable to bury their dead children. Made to flee.” all suggest the audience  

impacted by Chernov’s intentional use of uncensored, emotionally charged imagery. His 

emphasis on physically and emotionally hurt children, dying civilians, destroyed homes, and 

exhausted medical staff have prompted the audience not to just reflect on the horrors, but to take 

up action in the form of incentive to raise awareness and civic responsibility. Such action is best 

observed in the use of imperative language such as: “everyone should see”, “remind yourself”, 

“check it out ASAP”, “MUST be watched”, “ necessary viewing”,  or “Let us not forget”.  

Last but not least, neurocinema - the theory concerned with how films affect the brain 

activity and cognitive/emotional responses of the audience - can be used as a complementary 

analytical lens within the analysis of the Civic Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness 

theme. As Chernov’s directorial choices push people to civic engagement through emotionally 

intensive scenes, it can be argued that the audience is prompted to imperative language by 

experiencing first physical and emotional discomfort. The argument is supported by thirteen 

reviews where feelings of physical and emotional discomfort are followed immediately by words 

of civic engagement. Examples of such pairs are: “In parts of this I was bawling! You HAVE TO 

watch THIS film.” or “Heartbreaking. Impossible to rate, but it’s necessary viewing.”. This 

pattern further strengthens the argument that as a result of being exposed to intense, fast-paced 

imagery, the audience engages in moral reasoning and emotional response, which in turn 

motivate the audience to advocate for change and raise awareness.    

 
●​ Theoretical Insights into 20 Days in Mariupol’s Narrative and Genre 

​ 20 Days in Mariupol, like all films, is built around a narrative. A narrative, regardless of 

the medium, is concerned with the development of the plotline, of characters, and of a message 

(Bordwell, 2006). It is an essential form of connection and belonging, present in people’s lives 

from the earliest stages of humanity. Moreover, a narrative is a form of self-expression, and if 
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narratives are an essential aspect of a film, then so are films forms of personal expression. 

(Bordwell, 2006)  

​ As such, by connecting the identified themes to the functions of a narrative, it is possible 

to take an approach to data analysis which focuses not only on the director’s intentions or the 

audience’s response, but on the medium as an active agent of meaning making. As a narrative 

consists of a string of events, characters, plot development and a message (or multiple 

messages), it will be analyzed separately from Chernov’s choices, which were addressed more 

thoroughly by media framing theory.  

The narrative thread of 20 Days in Mariupol unfolds in the following way: the film 

begins with a brief showing of the 20th and last day in Mariupol. It is the falling action of the 

storyline, drawing in the attention of the viewer before going back to the beginning. The film 

then continues with day 1, with the timeline progressing as the events unfold. The narrator 

introduces the audience to the exposition: the filming crew arrives just before the Russian attack, 

civilians are seen engaged in their daily activities. “Wars don’t start with explosions, they start 

with silence” says Chernov foreshadowing the events to come. The rising action then continues 

with the beginning of bombardment, raising panic, and first victims. The climax then introduces 

more victims, a sense of rising panic and helplessness, as well as the bombing of the maternity 

hospital, footage which became a symbol of the Russian attack in the international press. The 

falling action picks up the storyline with the crew being surrounded by Russian tanks - a huge 

risk to all the gathered footage. At this stage, a lot of pressure is created not only around the crew 

getting out of the city, but also around the whole truth escaping into the world. The resolution 

respectively sees the crew safely out of the city, the footage successfully spread within the global 

media, and recognized both for the cinematic aspect, as well as for the journalistic one. The 

resolution of the film however doesn’t offer closure, as the city is taken, and the war goes on. 

The narrative ends on the footage - and the truth - being shared with the world.  

It is important to understand the story structure, as it is the main carrier of the message, 

and encompasses the pacing which the audience engages with. Based on these five stages, it is 

possible to deduce that the message of the documentary is one of raising awareness on 

oppression, violence, injustice and the dangers of propaganda. This is especially seen through the 

climax and the falling action. After bombing the maternity hospital, the narrative turns to present 
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the Russian propaganda: multiple news outlets claiming the victims of the bombing were actors, 

and the whole footage surrounding the event fake, fabricated. Against the allegations, the 

narrative then emphasizes how much effort was actually put into preserving the truth, 

highlighting once again why that effort was put in the first place. The crew was allowed to break 

curfew in order to send the footage. It was protected by Ukrainian soldiers and policemen, who 

understood the importance of sharing the attack with a world unaware of the atrocities committed 

in a besieged city, cut off from electricity and internet connection. After having established the 

narrative structure as well as the message it carries, it is important to further connect the function 

of a narrative to the identified themes.    

Bordwell attributes to narratives the function of providing connection, self-expression 

and belonging. Through stories told and heard, people are trying to connect to each other. In 

terms of 20 Days in Mariupol and the audience’s response of physical and emotional discomfort, 

this connection can be attributed to mirroring the emotional state witnessed on screen. When the 

audience cries, upon witnessing grief on screen, they are directly immersed in the narrative, and 

connected to the people in the film. This immersion draws them closer to the events of the story, 

the audience no longer passive spectators, as best observed in the Emotional & Physical 

Discomfort theme.  

The sense of self-expression is then conveyed by the narrative through the collective 

experience of Chernov, his crew, and the fellow civilians caught in the siege. As the narrative 

presents more of the world lived by those on screen, it allows the audience to reflect on that 

world, by putting the events they are witnessing into the wider context of their personal life. The 

film shares Chernov’s voice, the ones of doctors and nurses, of firefighters, of policemen and 

soldiers, of citizens, of mothers and of children. Most tell their name and each shares their truth. 

As the viewers observe the act of sharing on screen, they once again mirror it in real life. 

Prompted by the self-expression, they write reviews of their own observations, of their own view 

of the world, and relate it to the witnessed scenes. Once again the audience is turned from 

passive spectators to active participants, being immersed within the narrative, an effect best 

exemplified by the Personal & Political Perspective theme.   

​ The sense of belonging is conveyed by the narrative through Chernov’s documentation of 

community. In the midst of the attack, strangers are seen to help each other, care for the 
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wounded, volunteer to look for the injured or bury the dead. Doctors and firemen transcend their 

obligation, tirelessly putting the wellbeing of the community they belong to first. Civilians stick 

together under the pressure they are experiencing and showcase a strong sense of solidarity: 

when they comfort each other, when they guide each other to the shelters, when they care for 

children who are not theirs. The audience of the film then once again mirrors the behavior they 

witness on screen.  Prompted by the sense of belonging and community they witness on screen, 

the audience responds with encouraging empathy, calling others to action, and cultivating the 

need to help out an oppressed population. Their responses are best described in the Civic 

Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness theme.  

​ The aforementioned functions of a narrative, as proposed by film theorist David 

Bordwell, help shape the film as an agent of change and identity creation. According to the 

theorist, events arranged in a timeline only become a narrative if something, or anything, 

changes. The fortune goes from good to bad, or from bad to good. The characters undergo 

development or a shift in their worldview. Such change present in a narrative suggests it is either 

action-centered or agent-centered. The action-centered change in 20 Days in Mariupol witnesses 

the rapid change in circumstances: from the rising tensions in the city, the beginning of the 

invasion, to the worsening conditions, the lack of communication with the outside world and the 

eventual encirclement of the city by enemy troops. The agent-centered narrative focuses then on 

the change people are undergoing throughout the unfolding events. Doctors and nurses get used 

to the load of patients they need to care for, civilians experience emotional fatigue as their 

reactions shift throughout the film from shock and panic, to apathy, acceptance and hate. People 

burying the dead document their development by telling the camera: “You get used to 

everything, but then in the evening, it doesn’t leave your mind.” (Chernov, 2023). 

​ Narratives, whether action-centered or agent-centered, involve the concept of change. 

The change witnessed on screen offers a dynamic complex ground for the audience to interact 

with. In this process of interaction, the audience is able to relate to the narrative through the lens 

of an actor, an agent or an author (Breen, 2017). When the audience is taking up different roles in 

order to make sense of the consumed information, a process of identity formation takes place. By 

taking on the role of an actor, the viewer would look in the narrative for traits they currently 

associate with themselves. In the case of watching 20 Days in Mariupol, the audience would use 
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traits they associated with themselves in order to share personal and political thoughts. Reviews 

such as “To watch this as someone who was the same age as most of the teenagers who were 

playing football.. something simply terrifying”, or “As a Ukrainian who saw a beginning of the 

war…” demonstrate how the audience was prompted to reflect on the witnessed events, as a 

result of finding in the narrative traits they currently associated with themselves.  

When taking on the role of an agent, the viewer would look in the narrative for potential 

future development of the self. In the case of watching the documentary, the audience would use 

the narrative to envision themselves taking action, becoming more aware of social injustices and 

becoming better at civic engagement. This can be seen in reviews belonging to the Civic 

Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness theme, such as: “…everyone needs to see it, so 

we never forget.” or “I strongly encourage you to try your hardest and become a more empathetic 

person. How can you be aware of the horrors going on and not want to help?”. These reviews 

demonstrate how the audience, as a result of watching the film, envision a future development of 

themselves by practicing awareness and empathy.  

​ Lastly, as an author, the viewer would use the narrative as a way to reflect on their own 

life. As the audience is witnessing the atrocities on screen through the lens of their life, they are 

pushed to physical and emotional discomfort, as well as to reflections of political and personal 

nature: “Utterly heartrending (…). (...) Real humans, gone just like that. I’m so lucky to be in the 

position where something like the war in Ukraine has been an ordeal that can be mitigated to a 

sort of “out of sight, out of mind”  

Taking on the role of an actor, an agent or an author, when coming into contact with the 

narrative, suggests the audience is undergoing processes such as introspection, prospection, 

pattern seeking, empathy exercising and belonging-experiencing. These processes may lead to a 

shift in personal perspective, and as such, to the ongoing construction of the self. Respectively, if 

a film can be used to potentially create a shift in one’s personal perspective, collectively - films 

can be used to potentially create a shift in public discourse and respectively, in shaping societal 

perceptions.  

Lastly, it is important to consider how the findings relate to the genre of the film. 20 Days 

in Mariupol is a documentary, and in order to conclude the analysis of the data, it is important to 
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discuss how it being a non-fiction film may impact the audience differently than a fictional one, 

when sending the same message. English philosopher Gregory Curie describes the difference 

between fiction and non-fiction in the intention behind sending the message. In the case of 

fiction, the author intends that its audience imagines the consumed content, rather than trust it as 

a fact. Consuming fictional content is linked to encouragement of imagination and 

empathy-exercising, by stimulating critical thinking. In the case of non-fiction, on the other 

hand, the author intends its audience to find the consumed content either plausible or 

implausible, not requiring them to engage in make-belief. Consuming non-fictional content is 

linked to informed thinking - a process in which the audience would form their opinions based 

on observed facts rather than personal opinion. As such, the non-fictional aspect of the 

documentary ensures a degree of authority and accuracy far surpassing fiction.  

Its primary goal is not to stimulate critical thinking through literary devices. Its goal is to 

share the truth. Precisely because of its genre that the themes are so well nuanced: the audience 

experiences profound physical and emotional discomfort because what they are witnessing is not 

a recreation, it's the reality. This realization then prompts them to express their own political and 

personal opinions. As a result, the audience is prompted to engage in civic activities, precisely 

because they see what is at stake. The message of the film, that of how important it is to share the 

truth and fight injustice, would likely be transmitted by fiction differently, and respectively have 

different effects which would require a different study. It could potentially be better at cultivating 

empathy and critical thinking, but the point of the message of sharing the truth the way it is 

would be missed. Respectively, it is possible to see how Chernov’s message can be received 

differently depending on the genre of the film. The importance of analyzing this aspect consists 

in providing a complex holistic approach to understanding how the genre and the director’s 

intention can influence the identified themes, and how then the themes can be analyzed through 

the theoretical lens.  

Discussion 

The problem formulation is concerned with understanding how a documentary such as 20 

Days in Mariupol, made by filmmaker and war correspondent Mstyslav Chernov, is able to 

influence the public discourse on war. Furthermore, the goal is to see what this influence may 
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reveal about the role of cinema in shaping the perceptions of a contemporary conflict, such as the 

war currently ongoing in Ukraine.  

In order to try to understand how 20 Days in Mariupol influences public discourse on 

war, a number of 100 reviews were subject to thematic analysis. The qualitative method ensured 

the analysis of recurring themes and patterns, which was suitable with the inductive theoretical 

orientation of this study. The analysis yielded three recurring themes. The analyzed reviews were 

categorized by reviewers expressing physical and emotional discomfort, personal and political  

opinions, and an incentive to raise awareness and civic engagement.  

It is important to first briefly reiterate what constitutes public discourse, and how 

Letterboxd as a platform contributes to the creation of one. Letterboxd is a public movie 

reviewing platform which encourages reflective and critical thinking. It allows its users to not 

only register the films they are watching, but write diary-like entries, read about a film’s genre, 

themes, subthemes, and related critical essays.  The platform is encouraging a community open 

to discussion, criticism, and interaction. It is also a transmedium platform, fostering 

communication throughout social media, by creating accounts and sharing content on Instagram, 

X, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, Reddit and even LinkedIn, further constructing public discourse. 

Letterboxd constructs a space where diverse responses emerge, leading to the 

identification of the aforementioned themes. The themes collectively showcase how the 

constructed public discourse is shaped by watching 20 Days in Mariupol. Primarily, this can be 

observed by the pattern of emotional and physical discomfort identified in the reviews. This 

pattern would suggest that part of the constructed discourse on war is affected by the film’s 

uncensored portrayal of violence, death, and grief. Respectively, the discussion takes on a nature 

that is affective, aware and vigilant. The pattern of political and personal opinions in reviews 

suggests part of the constructed discourse on war is affected by the film’s framing decisions, 

placing emphasis on individual human stories, Russian fake news accusations and the collective 

pain experienced by the citizens of Mariupol. The discussion takes on a nature that is critical, 

justice-oriented and driven. Lastly but not least, the pattern of reviews concerned with civic 

responsibility and incentive to raise awareness suggests that part of the constructed discourse on 

war is affected by the film’s once again uncensored portrayal of the death and destruction 
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inflicted on the citizens of Mariupol. The discourse is impacted in a way which is alert, action 

oriented, and engaged.  

Based on how the documentary has impacted the public discourse fostered by Letterboxd, 

and contributed to the recurring thematic patterns, it is possible to reflect further on the role of 

cinema in shaping the societal perceptions of a contemporary conflict, in the context of the war 

in Ukraine. Based on the emotional and physical discomfort documented by the audience, it is 

possible to deduce that cinema can trigger visceral responses in its audience, creating a portrayal 

of war which is palpable and sensorial. By being able to prompt its audience to reflect on the 

contents of the film by placing them in the context of their own experience and tying it to current 

events, it is possible to observe how cinema can act as a catalyst for critical thinking and 

exercising open mindedness. Lastly, by the identified pattern of the audience’s incentive to raise 

awareness, it is possible to deduct how cinema can push the audience towards acts of activism 

and of greater good. The larger implications of the identified impact leads to proving cinema can 

create a shift in public discourse, and respectively contribute to potential social change. 

The problem formulation explores the role of cinema in shaping societal perceptions of a 

contemporary conflict, rather than conflict in general, and as such, it is possible to observe in the 

public discourse not just a general denunciation of war, but a sense of urgency and awareness 

related to the ongoing conflict. As a result, the discourse engages not just in a process of 

introspection on structural violence and injustice, but in a process of prospection on what can and 

should be done now. Lastly, the impact of cinema is shaped by its genre. A documentary is able 

to shape the societal perceptions on a contemporary conflict differently than a fictional film. It 

encourages informed thinking, by presenting the viewer with real conflict, pain and loss.  

​ To conclude, the documentary 20 Days in Mariupol influences public discourse on war 

by eliciting emotional engagement, incentive to raise awareness and political discussion. It does 

so through its use of uncensored storytelling, framing of reality versus propaganda, and fight for 

spreading the truth and raising awareness. Furthermore, its influence on public discourse reveals 

cinema is impactful in shaping societal perceptions of a contemporary conflict through creating a 

space for political and personal reflection, making distant events feel close, and foster civic 

action. In the context of the war in Ukraine, it means cinema’s role is not limited to just 
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representation of ongoing events, but to fostering critical thinking, action, and a productive 

conversation. 

​ However, it is important to consider possible limitations. The reviews for the analysis do 

not fully reflect the diversity of responses, as it does focus on only one digital platform, as well 

as offers scarce information on the reviewers themselves. As such, the study lays the ground for 

future research, one which through different research methods could gather more complex data.  

Conclusion  

Cinema invites the society to reflect on itself, through the use of its narratives, fictitious 

or not. As the narratives have been long ingrained in human life, people make use of them in 

order to relate to each other, to communicate belonging, or make sense of the world they live in. 

The narrative has a somatic effect on the audience, and so makes them, through its interaction, 

mirror the spectrum of emotions they are witnessing: laughter and grief, fear and relief 

(Grotkopp, 2022). As the impact of cinema is of note, it is possible to observe how it can be used 

both for the benefit and disadvantage of society, either as a tool of raising awareness or as one of 

spreading propaganda (Nascimento, 2019). Given its dual function, it is possible to explore what 

impact it can have on the audience and furthermore how it can be used to raise awareness on 

certain cases. 

One such case, which represents the core of this study, is the ongoing, as of 2025, war in 

Ukraine. Mstyslav Chernov, Ukrainian film maker and war correspondent, directed the 

documentary 20 Days in Mariupol, capturing, as the name might suggest, the first 20 days of the 

Russian invasion, through the attack, siege, and eventual fall of Mariupol. The problem 

formulation, respectively, sought to understand how a documentary such as 20 Days in Mariupol 

can influence public discourse on war. And furthermore, through this understanding, reveal what 

the role of cinema is in shaping societal perceptions of a contemporary conflict, such as the one 

in Ukraine.  

In order to understand the film’s impact, it was important to consider aspects such as the 

structure of a film, its importance, and how this structure can change depending on the genre of a 

film. As a film presents an unfolding of events, its core structure is a narrative, or otherwise, the 

story it is telling the audience. By analyzing the functions a narrative can have, it was possible to 
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understand how the documentary might use them in order to transmit the desired message to the 

audience. Through the framework of cultivation, media framing and neurocinema theory, it was 

possible to understand what effect exposure to cinema can have, how it can do so, and how it can 

impact the brain activity of the audience. As the problem formulation tackles the impact of 

public discourse, a movie reviewing platform which encourages self-expression and discussion 

was chosen for data selection. 100 reviews of the platform Letterboxd were analyzed through 

thematic analysis. Codes were identified by attributing concepts to sentences. The respective 

codes were then grouped into three main themes: Emotional & Physical Discomfort, Political & 

Personal Perspective and Civic Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness. The themes were 

analyzed through the aforementioned theoretical lens, as well as the concepts introduced in the 

literature review: the functions of narrative and the fictional/ non-fictional aspect of film.  

As a result of the analysis, it is possible to conclude the film 20 Days in Mariupol 

influences public discourse on war by impacting its audience’s emotional and physical state, 

prompting them to civic action and to a discussion on political and personal matters. It does so 

through its use of uncensored, emotionally impactful imagery, comparison of reality to 

propaganda, narration of events, and inclusion of citizen’s personal lives and pains. Its influence 

on public discourse reveals the impact of cinema in shaping societal perceptions of a 

contemporary conflict lies in creating a space for introspection, for empathy, and for civic 

engagement. In the context of the war in Ukraine it means the cinema is impactful not just in 

describing what things are, but revealing to the audience how they take place, and what to do 

about them (Shanahan, Morgan, 1999). It is fitting to finish with Chernov’s own quote from the 

film, which captures the impact of cinema in shaping public discourse: “My brain will 

desperately want to forget all of this, but the camera will not let it happen.” (Chernov, 2023). 
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Appendix 1: Reflections on use of generative AI 

In this paper ChatGPT was used for grammatical corrections, as well as search for synonyms and 

idioms. 

Appendix 2 - Thematic Analysis of Letterboxd Reviews  

 

2.1. Pie Chart of the Results 

 

​

2.2. Identified Themes (ex: 1,2,3) & Codes (ex: a,b,c) 

1.​ Emotional & Physical Discomfort - 60 mentions 

a.​ discomfort  

b.​ loss_of_words 

c.​ lasting_impact 

2.​ Personal & Political Perspective - 76 mentions 

a.​ political_discourse 
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b.​ anti_russian_sentiment  

c.​ anti_war_speech 

d.​ personal_reflection 

e.​ personal_encounter 

f.​ discourse_on_the_medium 

3.​ Civic Responsibility & Incentive to Raise Awareness - 32 mentions 

a.​ call_to_action/empathy 

b.​ urge_others_to_watch 

c.​ collective_responsibility 

 

2.3. Coded Reviews 

 

Reviews Codes 

1.Absolutely gut wrenching. This was truly one of the saddest 
documentary’s I have ever watched, if not the saddest one in cinema.This 
movie left me feeling light headed, nauseous, and angry that we’re letting 
this happen to innocent children, babies, men and women. I’m am 
completely disgusted and in complete shock. Nothing could have prepared 
me for this documentary at all. 

Discomfort 
Call to action/empathy 
discourse_on_the_medium 

2.The human toll of Putin’s unprovoked attack filmed in real time. No 
words suffice. Watching this, 3 years in, and Trump regime aligning with 
Russia. Shameful. 

Political_discourse 
 
personal_reflection 

3.This made me sick to my stomach. discomfort 

4.By far the hardest thing I’ve ever watched. I just had to look away 
midway through. Ultimate vérité. 

discomfort 

5.Belongs in a museum. So tragic but something everyone should see lasting_impact 
urge_others_to_watch 

6.the final of the "i watched this for a cinema studies class" films i never 
want to see this again. fuck russia. 

discomfort 
anti_russian_sentiment 

7.if you’ve forgotten about what’s happening in ukraine right now, remind 
yourself. 

urge_others_to_watch 

8.I don’t know if it feels right to review something like this. What am I 
gonna say if I give it less than five stars? “Sorry, that dead baby didn’t 

loss_of_words 
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move me ENOUGH.” 

9.Utterly heartrending. Drained nearly every ounce of life out of me in its 
relatively short run time. Felt hours longer than it was. Watching children 
die, get wrapped up in unicorn blankets, and thrown into mass graves just 
to be lost to time like the thousands of other lives that were lost in the 
siege. Real humans, gone just like that. I’m so lucky to be in the position 
where something like the war in Ukraine has been an ordeal that can be 
mitigated to a sort of “out of sight, out of mind” kind of thing, which I’m 
sure most Americans share the same sentiment. I am so disappointed in 
myself for ever thinking like that. This was a brutal but necessary watch, 
and I highly advise everyone that sees this to check it out ASAP. 

Side note, but if you think that the *1 PERCENT* of our global economy 
should not be spent to send aid to countries like Ukraine, I strongly 
encourage you to try your hardest and become a more empathetic person. 
How can you be aware of the horrors going on and not want to help? No 
more out of sight, out of mind. If nothing else, become aware. That is 
doing more than most anyways. 

discomfort 
Personal_reflection 
urge_others_to watch 
 
call_to_action/empathy 

11.Sick to my stomach for the entirety. Really hard to digest the atrocities 
committed in just 3 weeks 

discomfort 

12.An absolute must-watch. urge_others_to watch 

13.It was more than hard to watch. As a person who lost my friend in 
Mariupol, I can say that they don't fight like they should fight. They shoot 
citizens and they don’t care about their deaths. They robe our cities and 
then say that it is all fake. That’s why I will hate Russian people till the 
end of my life, because they took away my friend who was supposed to 
live happy and long life. 

discomfort 

personal_encounter 

anti_russian_sentiment 

14.I’m fucking traumatised discomfort 

15.This here documentary details the experience of a journalist in the heart 
of conflict near the Ukrainian border for the first 20 days of the war. 

I mean this with all good-faith and love for the films I will mention, and I 
do think they are incredible and heart-churning however... 

Shindler's list, All quiet on the western front and Saving private ryan 
having nothing on this film in terms of sheer terror. 

And this is definitely because this film is a documentary. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
urge_others_to watch 
discomfort 
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It is real. 

Every speck of blood, dying baby breathing its poor last breath, every 
ounce of horror, every tear, every death is painstakingly REAL; every 
bombshell hits like a ton of bricks. 

I mean this with no exaggeration - This film MUST be watched at some 
point by everyone - or at least a similar documentary like it (I don't think 
there are many out there). 

Genuinely horrific and staggering. 

I rarely cry - maybe once or twice in a 5 star movie and even then I've 
cried maybe twice like ever? 

In parts of this I was bawling! You HAVE TO watch THIS film. 

17.Oh this one was hard to get through discomfort 

18.I watched the movie, I felt numb, I went to bed, I heard fireworks at a 
distance, I couldn't sleep. 

discomfort 

19.This film was probably one of the most horrific things I've ever 
watched. Everyone should see this movie but it really is gruesome 

discomfort 
urge_others_to watch 

20.sad realisation of war that hasn't ended yet anti_war_speech 

21.it will never be forgotten…… collective_responsibility 

22.Indescribably upsetting. This gets more valuable as a document as time 
goes on and a general sense of war fatigue makes for more fertile ground 
for apathy and denialism. 

The little formal touch that really elevated this for me is the way Mstyslav 
Chernov edits in breaking news footage including images and clips that 
we've seen him capture over the course of each day. It makes a clear 
connection between those images and clips you see on the news and the 
people that risk everything to get the raw footage - especially as the news 
can give the false impression of a kind of omnipotent all seeing eye that 
just impersonally shovels up the footage. For me that was what made this 
a great documentary beyond its raw power as a collection of journalistic 
evidence. 

It's deeply depressing that our world has produced the conditions for the 
Best Documentary Oscar to go to this and 'No Other Land' in consecutive 

discomfort 
personal_reflection 

discourse_on_the_medium 
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years. 

23.it's hard to put into words a film like this. as a piece of reporting, it is 
immediate, vital, and aggressively effective. it is also intensely difficult 
and at several points i had to stop, cry, and question why i was watching it. 
narrative filmmaking will never come close to achieving true anti-war 
journalism like this, and few such docs -- perhaps none if excluding 
holocaust-related ones -- have so emphatically. 

loss_of_words 
Discourse_on_the_medium 
discomfort 
 

24.Imagine you're a kid playing outside with your friends and suddenly 
you get hit by a long-range missile. In the blink of an eye, you lose some 
of your best friends and in the days that follow, a leg due to medical 
shortcuts caused by the beginning of a war. 

And as you try to make sense to all of it, you find out that an entire 
country is accusing you of being a bad actor and staging war crimes. 

This Russian propaganda makes me want to throw up. 

personal_reflection 
political_discourse 

25.very painful discomfort 

26.In journalism, the deeper you dive into a story, the more courage it 
demands. This is a perfect example of this. An untold story that would 
have been a great loss to the history of this war, had it not been for the 
bravery of a few. 

Discourse_on_the_medium 
personal_reflection 

27.This is the hardest to watch movie I've seen in 27 years on Earth. discomfort 

28.Makes about as solid a case as one can imagine for why none of us 
should be pleased about the latest Russian invasion. Once again, children 
are the biggest, most prominent victim of war. This picture highlights this 
fact in a really graphic way, so viewers should beware. 

collective_responsibility 
personal_reflection 

29. yeah yeah this is a war documentary and is real life and shit 4 stars 
simply because i thought some of the speaking sections were cornily 
written and could've used more time in the oven or peer edited 

discourse_on_the_medium 

30.The heartbreaking part is that this is real. Bringing this to the eyes of 
the world is admirable. 

discomfort 
collective_responsibility 

31.Shocking to see for real, quite hard to review. discomfort 
loss_of_words 

32.Nothing has ever made me want to strangle Trump and Putin to death 
with my bare hands more than this documentary 

political_discourse 
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33.somehow my fourth time watching this devastating glimpse into war. it 
takes no prisoners—and leaves behind nothing but empty shapes of 
humanity. still as shocking, disturbing, and tear-fighting as the first. 

watched in class, everyone was shunned 

loss_of_words 
personal_reflection 

34.Its a gut wrenching to watch but everyone should watch at some point. urge_others_to_watch 

35.No doubt this is a very important piece of journalism that will stand the 
test of time. War is bad. Watching this I just can’t help but think of the 
brown people in Palestine who are getting bombed and destroyed, 
suffering the same way, but are being treated so differently than 
Ukrainians. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
anti_war_speech 
political_discourse 

36. I cried like a champ while pressing my teeth against each other due to 
anger and impotency 

discomfort 

37. i'll give this movie that it depicts the raw nature of human suffering 
under war, but it so just goes ahead and ignores personal space and 
individual privacy within these horrible conditions to capture how 
miserable and terrible living through war feels. this medium feels very 
much like it is made with a sensationalist intention, it feels pointless to 
watch if you don't already understand the torment humans go through 
under war. 

discourse_on_the_medium 

38.Terrifying, amazing to so effectively compile such devastating footage 
to make it moving beyond just the images 

discourse_on_the_medium 

39.Most painful film I’ve ever had to sit through. I’ve seen Come and See. 
Astonishing. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
discomfort 

40.Narration is so bad. 
Brutal. 
Something doesn't feel right. 
Its not Documentary, its news footage. 
Aimed as proof to get support from world. 
But after 3 years of war, doesn't seem like it amount to anything. 
Ukrain is abandoned / betrayed. 
I think they were so sure that they will get help and the war will never 
start or will finish soon, them making victorious. 
Probably they forgot the selfish nature of human. 
They are only with you if their interest aligns. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
personal_perspective 

41.Tough watch. Your mind is struggling whether it needs to see it or not. 
In the end yes it's the right answer. 

discomfort 
collective_responsibility 
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42.Mstyslav Chernov’s 20 Days in Mariupol is a confrontation with the 
brutal realities of war, with the renewed offensive of Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, with Mariupol at its epicentre. This documentary does not dwell 
on political abstractions or strategic overviews. Instead, it immerses the 
viewer in the raw, immediate experiences of those trapped in a city under 
siege. It is a deeply human story of desperation, survival, and loss—told 
through the eyes of civilians, medics, soldiers and journalists. 

The film does not shy away. It walks the viewer through a city being 
systematically dismantled, its streets reduced to rubble, its hospitals 
overflowing with the wounded and dying, and its people struggling to 
hold onto hope as their home crumbles around them. This could be said 
about other focus, but nevertheless keep it coming, show it all. 

This war did not begin in 2022 but has been an open wound since 2014, a 
ticking clock counting down to the catastrophe now unfolding. The film 
reminds us that such aggressive action by other is not just a matter of 
politics or borders, it is an assault on human lives everywhere. By 
bringing these voices to the forefront, Chernov ensures that they are 
neither forgotten nor reduced to mere numbers. May the bald man in the 
east and his allies be damned. 

personal_reflection 
discourse_on_the_medium 
 

43.Excellent journalism showing the war crimes and atrocities inflicted by 
Russia upon Ukraine. A must-watch for anyone who considers themselves 
informed about modern geopolitics, or even if you don't. 

urge_others_to_watch 
comment_on_the_medium 

44.10 minutes in and I had to take a break. There is fear in me, pain for 
those people still trapped in this war. 

discomfort 

45.I hope there is a Hell for no other reason than to know that Vladimir 
Putin will be burning in it. 

Difficult to rate, not just because of the graphic brutality but because the 
film is much more about the experience of invasion rather than a nuanced, 
detailed examination of the geopolitics behind Mariupol exclusively. If 
you're reading about history while it's unfolding, there's always a tendency 
to reduce atrocities to numbers, because confronting the reality that each 
of those tally marks represents a human life cut down by a pointless war 
of conquest is too difficult to stomach. Growing up, it felt as if war was 
some awkward relic of years past, that democracy and mutual benefit 
meant that combat was just for Hollywood directors and news anchors 
looking for engagement, but this documentary reveals in devastating detail 
what the human toll of a city shattered by warfare actually looks like - it 
pulls no punches and cuts through all the bluster and ideology. Though 

loss_of_words 
Discourse_on_the_medium 
Political_speech 
personal_reflection 
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director Mstyslav Chernov wisely chooses to focus on the victims instead 
of the aggressors, which not only directs your attention where it is 
deserved but avoids feeding the inevitable accusations of 'propaganda!', 
it's up to the rest of us to point out that this is what Russia is, a legacy of 
ashes built on lies, willing to burn a neighbor to the ground for the sake of 
one man's ego. 

46.harrowing. discomfort 

47.i believe chernov (cameraman) shows how unlikeable he is in this, with 
everybody just rolling their eyes to and trying to weasel their way out of 
even the chance of an elongated conversation with him. 

everybody he records is always unwilling to be in his footage especially to 
the point of calling him slurs but his annoying ass ofcourse keeps it all in, 
he has no charisma and walks into peoples lowest of lowest points 
showing no tact whatsoever seems complete amateur when actually 
chernov is anything but an amateur as he shows bravery to even be in 
mariupol in this uncertainty especially with such a illustrious career but 
sadly the work itself suffers as mariupol in this documentary seems 
without any characters or conversations just nonstop voyeuristic shellings 
and its after effects 

discourse_on_the_medium 

48.First 10 minutes into this movie documentary 
I was shocked 
Physically 
And mentally 
Could not complete the movie / documentary 
The best anti war film I have seen 

discomfort 
discourse _on_the_medium 

49.This is a heartbreaking documentary, one that is powerfully close to the 
events. To watch Mariupol progressively destroyed and its children killed 
is excrutiating. A total and damning condemnation of war. 

anti-war_speech 
discourse_on_the_medium 

50.Really tough to watch, it needs to be shown though. The horrible 
atrocities of war are disturbing. 

urge_others_to_watch 

51.One of the most difficult things you will ever watch. Everyone needs to 
see this documentary, it is equally harrowing and eye opening 

discomfort 
urge_others_to_watch 

52.Everyone needs to watch this. So unbelievably brutal, but these AP 
reporters are so insanely brave and selfless for capturing all of this 
footage. Absolutely devastating. And now we have a president that is on 
Russia’s side. Fuck. 

urge_others_to_watch 
political_discourse 
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53.Halfway through I ran out of tears. My eyes still yearned for them, as 
they were burning but I had cried so much, there wasn't enough of tears in 
me for it all. 

I try to be a good Catholic. I really do. And I try not to have hatred in me. 
But there is one person I wish death upon - Vladimir Putin. But I don't 
want him to simply die. I want him captured. Then I want to read out all 
the names of people killed in this war, one by one, so it sinks in. And then 
I want him to die slowly and painfully. I want him to suffer for eternity for 
every person killed in Ukraine. It will still not bring these people or their 
families justice. It probably won't even bring any solace. I just want this 
man to suffer and die… 

It's been 3 years now. Ukraine stands. 

discomfort 
personal_perspective 

54.the most painful watch i've ever had 
discomfort 

55.Possibly the most awful footage I've ever seen. 
discourse_on_the_medium 

56.Crazy how they fought so hard for this footage and yet years later the 
war still rages on. 

personal_perspective 

57.The most gut-wrenching documentary I’ve ever watched and it hasn’t 
been close. This perfectly shows the true destruction the Russians have 
inflicted upon an innocent sovereign nation. 

I struggle to rewatch this and the part of the kid getting killed playing 
soccer from a airstrike always gets me. 

Discourse_on_the_medium 
discomfort 

58.brutal, difficult, heartbreaking but necessary and important to watch. 
urge_others_to_watch 

59.One of the grittiest, most difficult films I’ve watched in some time. 
Truly bleak. An excellent documentary 

discourse_on_the_medium 
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60.This might be the most painful and toughest thing I’ve ever watched in 
my entire life. You must have guts to get to the end… Couldn’t avoid 
crying in some scenes. 

discomfort 

61.I don’t think I can rate or discuss it as a movie. It’s harrowing, it’s 
disturbing and it’s unfortunately too real 

loss_of_words 
discomfort 
 

62.I already knew all the things that the Russians had been doing to 
Ukraine and it's people, I'd seen the videos, I'd seen the pictures, and yet 
this film made me feel worse than I ever did before. I cried 5 times within 
the first 30 minutes. 

This war is heart breaking, and the way it has been politicised and the way 
Ukraine and Zelensky have been torn to shreds and BLAMED by not only 
the coward of a president of the USA, but by average people around the 
world, including some idiots in Australia, is just insane. I will forever be 
angry that the world allowed Russia to start it's genocidal invasion of 
Ukraine, and look forward to the day I turn on the news and see that the 
scumbag fucking Putin is dead, though he deserves so, so much worse. 

discomfort 
 

63.Heartbreaking. Impossible to rate, but it’s necessary viewing. 
discomfort 
loss_of_words 
urge_others_to_watch 

64.Mstyslav Chernov's 20 Days in Mariupol is a strong and important 
story of survival during a siege, combining harsh reality with deep 
humanity. It’s a sad but necessary watch to understand the cost of war. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
urge_others_to_watch 

65.An essential documentary that shows the full horror of war without 
embellishment. It's a reminder of how Russian propaganda can distort 
reality. 

I kept putting off watching the film because I knew it would be hard. And 
so, two years passed. It was devastating, horrifying, and unbearable - I just 
cried through the entire film. But everyone needs to see it, so we never 
forget. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
political_discourse 
discomfort 
urge_others_to_watch 
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66.Could not watch it till the end! 

So fucking brutal! Can’t handle such misery and pain! Its not fiction is 
reality! 😖 

From what i saw, i can understand why this documentary won the oscar in 
2024! Mannn 

discomfort 
discourse_on_the_medium 

67.I think all the dumb fucking Trump supporters and Trump himself 
should be forced to watch this movie. Then they should be forced to write 
apology letters to the Ukrainian people. 

urging_others_to_watch 

68.I'm shocked that Russian bots haven't downgraded the Letterboxd 
rating to 1.1. They must all be too busy visiting Salisbury Cathedral. 

Some of the narration sucked, but yeah... this is heart-wrenching. 

Personal_perspective  
discourse_on_the_movie 

69.To watch this as someone who was the same age as most of the 
teenagers who were playing football and having families, kids the same 
age as the ones who died with something simply terrifying. 

The terrors of the war is something I’m ever wishing to someone, because 
everything that’s happening in this documentary, everything they show us 
and everything that they didn’t I think it’s something really really sad, 
most of them were innocent people who happened to be trapped in the 
front line. 

On the other hand, the way they went to the front line and helped 
documenting the things that were happening is something impressive and 
really brave of them and I’m really grateful that they did it because now 
people can watch what is happening there. 

personal_reflection 

70.fucking harrowing. watched this for a class and the half we watched in 
class was the first time I’ve ever seen anyone leave during a class because 
of what was being shown. this should be required to watch for anyone 
who has an opinion on the invasion of Ukraine. 

discomfort 
urging_others_to_watch 

71.Seeing how it was possible to have so much explicit and raw material 
discourse_on_the_medium 
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in an audiovisual production about a modern topic like the situation 
between these two countries is impressive. It's horrible to think that this is 
the mark being left on the world, especially when it affects people like 
children, women, and the elderly. I hope that at some point everything can 
be a world of peace and tranquility, and that productions like these will 
only be a memory of a bad time and won't have to be repeated. 

personal_reflection 

72.it is really tough to watch this. 

the raw images of what war does to people's lives heartbroke me so much. 
there's no justification for this atrocities. 

the filmmakers that recorded everything are the bravest and kindest people 
I've ever seen 

discomfort 
personal_reflection 

73.This isn’t just a documentary—it’s a wound that never closes. Every 
frame is a scar, every silence is deafening, and every second burns with 
the unbearable weight of witnessing the unimaginable. There is no 
distance, no filter, no escape—only raw truth, filmed in real time, as a city 
is torn apart and the world watches without stopping it. 

discourse_on_the_medium 

74.In the effort to remain positive about Ukraine to keep morale high, it's 
easy to be unaware of the horrors Ukrainians are facing. This is such a 
difficult watch but is the only thing I've seen so far that highlights the 
human cost of Putin's war. 

collective_responsibiliy 

75.Fuck men. Fuck their egos. Fuck their wars. I am so tired. 

I can’t bring myself to put into words how much I despise Putin. He 
deserves never to feel love or happiness. 

personal_reflection 
political_perspective 

76.Stunningly tragic. 
discourse_on_the_medium 

77.The judgement day for certain men of power in this world will one day 
come 

personal_reflection 

55 



​
 

78.interesting how much our laconic cameraman is verbally abused in 
these 20 days. 

our ideas about cameras in the 21st century have become so cynical. our 
first thought is that we must be being exploited. 

“well, you get used to everything. but then in the evening, it doesn’t leave 
your mind“ 

personal_reflection 
 

79.An unflinchingly brutal but resilient tale from those that were on the 
ground on the front line. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
 

80.Frustration. Anger. Sadness. Disgust. 

90 mins of the most stomach turning and gut wrenching footage you can 
watch. 

It was hard enough to just watch 90 mins of this I can’t imagine the terror 
of living through it. My heart breaks for the people of Ukraine. 

discomfort 
discourse_on_the_medium 
personal_perspective 

81.This is brutal but should be required viewing. Humanity truly at its 
worst but also moments of it at its best. The spirit of the Ukrainian people 
from the soldiers and first responders to the ordinary people on the streets 
is admirable. None of this is fair in the slightest and what is it even all for 
in the end? Mans ability to make fellow man suffer is endless. 

urging_others_to_watch 
personal_reflection 

82.Hardest watch in a loooong time. I watched a 5 second clip of this in 
school and felt a need to watch the rest. I’m not saying that I regret it, but 
I won’t be sleeping well tonight. 

discomfort 
lasting_impact 

83.Really good documentary that doesn’t pull punches 
discourse_on_the_medium 

84.Really, really effective. 
lasting_impact 
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85.Shattered me. A monumental film. Hard to believe they were able to 
shoot all of that death. ‘A city slowly dying,’ as the journalist said. 
Absolutely essential war viewing on Russia’s crimes. 

discomfort 
lasting_impact 
personal_reflection 

86.Most brutal and honest documentary I have seen. Drives me mad that 
Russian politicians and news anchors call these fake images and fabricated 
footage. 

lasting_impact 
Political_discourse 
Incentive to watch 

87.Very powerful documentary. 

Didn’t expect it to be that harsh. Scenes from hospitals, mass graves, 
civilians including babies killed by indiscriminate bombing: this 
documentary shows the horrors of the invasion of Russia in Ukraine and 
the courage of the Ukrainian people of Mariupol 

Hoping the war ends soon and war crimes are accounted for 🕊️🇺🇦 

discourse_on_the_medium 
personal_reflection 

88.Probably the most harrowing film I will ever watch. As a Ukrainian 
who saw a beginning of the war, it was even more painful as I kept 
remembering my own experiences in those days and the time before. Like 
Mstyslav Chernov says in the film: “It is painful to watch, but it must be 
painful to watch” - you can’t filter these scenes as it will erase the entire 
experience. 

I think everyone needs to watch at least some bits of it, it is very painful 
but encapsulates brilliantly what we went through and what are we 
fighting for. 

lasting_impact 
personal_encounter 

89.How do you even begin to rate this 
loss_of_words 

90.For weeks, months even, every headline about Ukraine comes with a 
picture of Trump attached. Or Vance. Or Putin. Sometimes Zelensky - 
especially after being baited and bullied. Sometimes it’s Starmer and 
Macron. I’m sick of the images of World Leaders accompanying the banal 
and reductive phrase “The War in Ukraine”. 

Let us not forget what this is about. The purposeful destructive invasion of 

political_perspective 
collective_responsibility 
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a sovereign state (Ukraine) by an aggressive occupying neighbour. 

Let us not forget who this is about. Ordinary citizens, civilians of Ukraine. 
Bombed. Shelled. Killed. Forced out of their homes and lives. Unable to 
bury their dead children. Made to flee. 

91.i can’t even articulate how i feel right now. 

the most horrific, disturbing film i’ve ever seen. the sound of a mother or 
father grieving their child is something that will stay with me for the rest 
of my life. 

loss_of_words 
discomfort​
lasting_impact 

92.I think I’ll be processing this for the rest of my life. 
lasting_impact 

93.One of the most important documentaries of our lifetime. 
discourse_on_the_medium 

94.One of the most traumatic films of my life. I wasn't able to watch it till 
the end. I just really wish that everyone who supports r@ssia in any way 
or form gets to watch it. 

discomfort 
urging_others_to_watch 

95.this need to be yearly rewatch while war’s not over 
urging_others_to_watch 

96.This movie… it’s hard to watch, it’s supposed to be hard to watch. The 
reality of it, that all of it is real, is happening in this very century… after 
watching it, it should definitely be classified as a ‘psychological horror’ 
there are no jump scares, no one is trying to scare you, none of that. But it 
just shows the raw city under the siege, no «it’s all fine» or «everything is 
okay». Just the reality of it. 

I also noticed it’s a documentary, they are really not exactly taking any 
side. They are journalists, showing how it is, the bad and the good sides. I 
like that, maybe it should be shown to anyone who believes the «we do 
not target civilians» narrative set by Russia. 

The movie is cruel, but so is the reality of War. 

discourse_on_the_medium 
personal_reflection 
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97.I want to shove this in the face of every one who thinks we need to stop 
helping Ukraine 

collective_responsibility​
urging_others_to_watch 

98.i am glad i watched this although i feel deeply troubled and can’t get it 
off my mind, which is probably an appropriate reaction to these very real 
and awful events 

do watch it but just make sure you are fully aware and prepared for how 
disturbing it is to watch 

discomfort 
urging_others_to_watch  

99.hard to watch. hard to miss the parallels between Russia and Israel 
slaughtering civilians and then claiming any footage was staged. hard to 
imagine the restraint Zelenskyy had not to rip Trump and Vance's greasy 
tongues out of their heads 

political_discourse 
discomfort 

100.hard to watch, important, timely, historic, a must-watch. this movie 
also portrays why journalism is so important for us. slava ukraini! 

urge_others_to_watch 
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