
 

 
Original Article 
ISSN (Online): 2582-7472 

                                            
                                                  ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 

July-December 2023 4(2), 2294–2297 

 

How to cite this article (APA): Solanki, N., and Parmar, V. (2023). Cinematic Representations Across Timelines: A Psychological 
Analysis of PTSD in Film. ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts, 4(2), 2294–2297. doi:   
10.29121/shodhkosh.v4.i2.2023.3624  

2294 

 

CINEMATIC REPRESENTATIONS ACROSS TIMELINES: A PSYCHOLOGICAL 
ANALYSIS OF PTSD IN FILM 
 

Dr. Nayan Solanki 1, Mr. Vishalkumar Parmar 2 
 
1 Clinical Psychologist, General Hospital Nadiad, Kheda, Gujarat 
2 PhD. Scholar, Department of Psychology, School of Psychology, Education and Philosophy, Gujarat University, Ahmedabad, Gujarat 
 

  

ABSTRACT 
This paper provides a comprehensive psychological analysis of Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) portrayals in cinema across timelines up to 2020. Through an empirical 
review of films spanning decades, this study highlights evolving narrative techniques, 
psychological accuracy, and societal influences shaping PTSD representation. The 
comparative approach offers insights into the interplay between cinema, psychology, and 
cultural context. Findings reveal a progressive shift in depicting trauma, with 
implications for mental health advocacy, audience empathy, and therapeutic potential. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The depiction of PTSD in cinema has significantly influenced public understanding of trauma and mental health. 

Over the decades, filmmakers have explored PTSD across diverse contexts, reflecting evolving psychological research 
and cultural norms. From early portrayals in war films to modern, nuanced narratives addressing personal trauma, 
cinema has served as both a medium of education and misrepresentation. This study compares films across timelines, 
focusing on their psychological depth, accuracy, and audience impact. 

PTSD, as defined by the DSM-5, involves symptoms such as intrusive memories, avoidance behaviors, negative 
cognitive shifts, and hyperarousal following exposure to traumatic events. Films have utilized these symptoms to develop 
compelling narratives, often reflecting societal attitudes toward trauma. However, the depth and accuracy of these 
portrayals vary widely, necessitating an in-depth analysis to evaluate their impact. 
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2. METHODOLOGY  
This study employed a systematic review of films up to 2020, focusing on those with significant PTSD themes. Key 

databases (PsycINFO, JSTOR, IMDb) were searched using terms like "PTSD in film," "trauma representation in cinema," 
and "psychological narratives in movies." Criteria for inclusion were: (1) prominent PTSD themes, (2) critical or cultural 
impact, and (3) availability of psychological analysis in literature. Films were categorized into four timelines: pre-1980s, 
1980s-1990s, 2000s, and post-2010. Analytical dimensions included thematic focus, character development, narrative 
techniques, and audience reception. 

 
3. RESULTS 

3.1. Early Representations of PTSD in War Films (Pre-1980s) Films like The Best Years of Our Lives (1946) and 
Coming Home (1978) primarily focused on war veterans struggling with reintegration and visible symptoms such as 
flashbacks and alienation. These portrayals mirrored the limited psychological knowledge of the time, often reducing 
PTSD to overt behavioral signs. Audience responses during this era emphasized empathy and patriotism but maintained 
stigmatizing views on mental health. 

Additional examples include: 
• The Deer Hunter (1978), which explored survivor guilt and its devastating impact on interpersonal 

relationships. 
• Paths of Glory (1957), highlighting psychological breakdowns in high-stress combat situations. 

 
3.2. Expanding Themes in PTSD Portrayals (1980s-1990s) The 1980s-1990s marked a broader exploration of 

PTSD, reflecting advancements in trauma research. Films like Platoon (1986), Good Will Hunting (1997), and Jacob’s 
Ladder (1990) portrayed trauma beyond war, incorporating themes of childhood abuse, interpersonal conflict, and 
hallucinatory experiences. These narratives demonstrated a shift toward therapy as a central element of recovery. 
Studies during this period documented audience appreciation for nuanced storytelling but highlighted continued 
oversimplifications in character arcs. 

Other notable films: 
• Born on the Fourth of July (1989), which delved into the societal rejection faced by Vietnam War veterans. 
• The Fisher King (1991), emphasizing the healing potential of relationships in PTSD recovery. 

 
3.3. Nuanced Representations in the 2000s Films like The Hurt Locker (2008), A Beautiful Mind (2001), Mystic 

River (2003), and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004) showcased deeper psychological insights into PTSD, 
exploring its multifaceted nature across different domains, including academia, personal relationships, and crime. 
Innovations in cinematography and nonlinear storytelling allowed filmmakers to visually and emotionally represent 
trauma. Audience studies revealed heightened empathy for PTSD characters but noted instances where stereotypes 
undermined authenticity. 

Additional films analyzed: 
• Reign Over Me (2007), a poignant narrative of grief and PTSD following the 9/11 attacks. 
• Black Hawk Down (2001), which provided an intense depiction of combat-related PTSD. 

 
3.4. Cinematic Innovations Post-2010 The post-2010 era saw significant advancements in the portrayal of PTSD. 

Films like Room (2015), Honey Boy (2019), The Perks of Being a Wallflower (2012), Birdman (2014), and Joker (2019) 
utilized fragmented timelines, symbolic imagery, and unreliable narration to delve into the internal struggles of trauma 
survivors. These movies shifted focus from external symptoms to the relational and personal dimensions of PTSD. 
Empirical studies linked such portrayals to increased public discourse on mental health and reduced stigma. 

Notable additions: 
• The Invisible War (2012), a documentary addressing PTSD among military sexual assault survivors. 
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• 1917 (2019), capturing the immediacy and psychological strain of war in real-time. 
 
3.5. Comparative Trends Across Timelines 

• Psychological Accuracy: Early films lacked the nuance to capture the complexities of PTSD, often 
portraying trauma through stereotypical lenses. Contemporary films align more closely with DSM criteria, 
integrating symptoms like avoidance, intrusive thoughts, and hypervigilance. 

• Narrative Techniques: Advances in filmmaking, from flashbacks to VR-enhanced immersion, have allowed 
deeper engagement with PTSD narratives. 

• Stigma and Empathy: Shifts in societal attitudes are evident, with newer films fostering empathy and 
reducing stigma compared to earlier portrayals. 

 
4. DISCUSSION  

The results indicate a marked evolution in cinematic portrayals of PTSD, paralleling advancements in psychological 
research and societal attitudes. While early films primarily served as reflections of limited public knowledge, modern 
portrayals integrate therapeutic insights and cultural sensitivity. However, challenges persist, such as the need for 
diverse perspectives and avoiding over-dramatization for commercial appeal. Collaborative efforts between filmmakers 
and psychologists are essential to ensure authentic representations that educate and engage audiences. 

 
5. IMPLICATIONS  

For Practice and Research Filmmakers should prioritize consultation with mental health professionals to enhance 
narrative authenticity. Educational institutions can utilize films as tools for psychoeducation, helping students and 
practitioners understand trauma dynamics. Future research should explore audience perceptions of PTSD portrayals 
and their influence on mental health stigma longitudinally. 

 
6. CONCLUSION  

This comparative analysis underscores the transformative role of cinema in shaping public perceptions of PTSD. By 
examining films across timelines, the study highlights the interplay between cultural context, psychological accuracy, 
and narrative innovation. Continued interdisciplinary collaboration will ensure that cinematic portrayals of PTSD 
contribute meaningfully to mental health awareness and advocacy.  
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