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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 

1.1 Short synopsis: 

Science can be communicated in many arenas and ways. I have chosen to study science 

communication through a case, the documentary film; “Doomsday called off”, by Lars 

Mortensen. The documentary film argues that climate change is not man-made. The 

viewpoint is communicated through statements from researchers, and the film presents 

their research findings. My aim was to illuminate to what extent a documentary film can 

contribute to an increasing knowledge on the climate change issue,. And I investigated 

whether a film as “Doomsday called off” can contribute in Public understanding, or 

engagement, with science. My analysis was based on a research method that combined 

literary search, studies of the film’s form and structure, and finally an interview with the 

filmmaker. By my investigations I hope to gain insight on how documentary film can 

communicate science on climate change, and to shed light on how, or to what extent, it 

might serve in increasing knowledge on science matters amongst public. 

 

Key words: science communication, documentary film, public understanding of science, 

climate change 

 

1.2 Introduction: 

Today there is a strong emphasis on communicating results of scientific research towards 

non-scientists, or the public. “Opening the world of science” is essential in Norway, and 

 



   

other countries throughout the world. One example from EU is the “Human Potential”-

program”, where raising public awareness on science is part of the program1.  Science 

research embodies complicated relations and findings, and it is a challenge to 

communicate this to non-scientists. Communicating through media is one way of sharing 

scientific knowledge, and also an obvious way of reaching a wide public. A wide segment 

of people watch TV and read newspapers, and as Dorothy Nelkin’s studies has showed, 

“for most people, the reality of science is what they read in the press” (Nelkin, 1995, p. 

2). Documentary film is one media that I find interesting to look closer at. When doing 

literature search I found out that there was done quite a lot of research on media such as 

newspapers and TV shows, but little research related to science communication in 

documentary film. Although there are quite a few documentaries dealing with several 

important scientific matters, as for example films related to a controversial issue such as 

global warming. Fundamentally, a documentary film has the ability to serve as an 

information source, and to draw attention to a certain topic. Or as the film theorist Bill 

Nichols would say: 

 

The pleasure and appeal of documentary film lies in its ability to make us see timely issues in need 
of attention, literally. We see views of the world, and what they put before us are social issues and 
cultural values, current problems and possible solutions, actual situations and specific ways of 
representing them. The linkage between documentary and the historical world is the most 
distinctive feature of this tradition.      

(Nichols, 1991, p. ix) 
 

And in addition to address important issues, creating a documentary film is in many 

regards “truth-telling”. There is a widespread opinion that a serious documentary 

                                                 
1 The program is also known as “Improving the Human Research Potential and the Socio-
economic Base” and is one of the individual programmes within the European 
Commission’s 5th Framework. 

 



   

filmmaker wishes to say something true, and this is a premise for my work. There is a 

“contract” between audience and filmmaker where audiences trust the filmmaker to tell 

the truth. “Truth-telling” is apparently not without potential conflicts, and especially on 

issues related to controversies over nature. In this thesis I therefore wish to address how a 

documentary can communicate science on climate change. The topic of the film 

“Doomsday called off” is in itself complex, and there is continuously research to gain 

more knowledge and facts on how the climate is changing, and not least, why. There are 

several facts, or visions, making claims to representing “the truth”. And some of the facts 

are not cohesive, but rather opposing, hence those scientists stands in opposition to each 

other. This then in turn might be regarded as a potential conflict related to the degree of 

uncertainty. As I will return to in the theory chapter; the most common outcome of the 

scientific process is not facts, but uncertainty (Friedman et al, 1999, p. vii). I find it 

interesting for this thesis to study science communication and PUS in regards to these 

aspects. I therefore decided to concentrate my study on the basis of the following 

questions:  

- How to communicate something as “true” when there is uncertainty involved?  

- How can a filmmaker make a documentary based on scientific findings trustworthy 

when there is scientific uncertainty?  

- When studying the film, is it possible to tell what view filmmaker holds of the public? 

How is this relation to the public manifested in “Doomsday called off”?  

- Is it possible to tell what view the filmmaker holds of the scientist? And thereby the 

relationship between sciences and public that implicitly lies within the film’s structure? 

 



   

- What are the characteristics of “Doomsday called off” that creates a ground for the 

public to understand, or be engaged in, the debate on climate change?  

These will be my primary research questions, and I aim at investigating these questions 

from various angles. During my investigations other related questions related to the 

science communication process emerged as well. Because of the limited timeframe for 

this thesis I had to leave some of these questions open and focus on issues that I find most 

relevant to shed light on my chosen research questions. 

 

Both STS and media studies have drawn attention to challenges related to how 

communication between science and publics can lead to Public Understanding of 

Science. This thesis therefore aims at combining selected theories from STS and media 

studies to invest this issue. As I will return to, a more accurate term than understanding 

would be, public engagement in science. How to engage an audience seems to be an 

increasingly more challenging task. I would like to suggest that part of the challenge is 

related to a struggle to be heard in the “information society”. Documentaries on television 

such as “Doomsday called off” have to be able to reach out through the noise. There is an 

increasing amount of media available and facts and entertainment is mixed in the same 

media channels. Documentary film can be regarded as caught in its own paradox when 

having to fight for attention on the same grounds as soap opera. Truth, lies and 

entertainment in the same information channels. New forms of documentaries have 

emerged, such as Reality TV-series, mockumentaries and infotainment, and they might 

seem to represent threats to the original fact-oriented documentary genre. It seems to be a 

growing tendency towards the urge to entertain; are we able to gain new knowledge 

 



   

without being entertained…? “Doomsday called off” succeeded in engaging the 

audience, both measured in number of viewers, and the massive media response both in 

Denmark and Norway after the screenings. How was the film able to cut through the 

noise, how did it communicate? I will return to different aspects that can serve as answers 

to these questions. And I will particularly relate this to how the film presents scientists as 

experts. 

In many documentaries, especially documentaries communicating science, there 

is a strong emphasis on expert statements. I will look into the role of the expert in 

“Doomsday called off” to see if that might explain the film’s ability to be heard. The 

scientists are given the opportunity to talk about their findings, and even criticizing 

scientific findings that does not correspond with their research.  

 

1.3 Background on the film “Doomsday called off” 

A documentary film on an environmental issue is not a novelty. There has been made 

several films, newspaper articles and other media coverage that provides information on 

different environment-topics. And also climate change has been a much-referred-to topic 

as a global phenomenon in all countries. The topic has global impact, and hence both 

science on climate change and related policies has international dimension. And this 

global dimension is also clearly defined in much of the media coverage. So the 

newsworthiness of climate change can in journalistic terms be regarded as high; it 

involves local, national and international dimensions.  

 In addition to these international dimensions the film “Doomsday called off” the 

scientists in the film further manifest the international dimension. There are Americans, 

 



   

Swedes and Danes among the researchers, and they are located throughout the world, as 

in for example Greenland and the Maldives. The filmmaker Lars Mortensen is Danish, 

and the documentary has been screened on Danish television, DR, three times during the 

fall and winter 2004. In Norway the film was screened on NRK the 23rd of November 

2005To further describe the context of “Doomsday called off” I wish to mention the 

Danish Bjørn Lomborg, also referred to as “the sceptic environmentalist” (also the name 

of one of his publications). His perspectives can be seen as similar to those in “Doomsday 

called off”, and the Lomborg has been met with similar response as Mortensen; ovation 

from some, but criticism from most. One can argue that there was a greater acceptance 

for the `sceptics´-stand in Denmark after Lomborg. And in the article “Learning from 

Lomborg” there is even suggested that his perspectives has had political impact in 

Denmark (Jamison, 2004). This could be interesting as a backdrop when studying 

“Doomsday called off”, but I will not do further investigations regarding this matter. 

In the film “Doomsday called off” we are not presented to a fight between 

“camps”. All the arguments point in one direction, saying that global warming is not 

man-made. The film shows a handful of scientist sharing such a view, and the scientists 

prove, in different ways, that the U.N’s International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

has taken a wrong turn. Researchers and scientists who are given voice in the film 

represent the sceptics in the debate. Their position can be seen as highly controversial, 

and many researchers disagreed to the arguments in the film. This implies a challenge for 

me when studying it, but at the same time it is one of the main reasons for why I chose 

this film over others; its perspective differs from most debates and information available 

on the topic. Hence, the film touches upon central dilemmas in science communication; 

 



   

how to present any science as “the truth”. According to the scientists in the film their 

findings are accurate, even though they are in conflict with the majority of scientists in 

the field.  

 

 

 



   

CHAPTER 2: APPROACH AND METHOD  

 

In this chapter I will start to outline the choice of method and approach in this thesis, and 

then continue throughout the chapter by looking more closely at each methodological 

aspect and also of the limitations implied. But first of all I would like to point the terms I 

will be referring to in this thesis. I will draw a line between scientist and non-scientists, 

and expert and lay. There might not be any potential conflicts in those demarcations. But 

what might be confusing is that I have chosen to refer to non-scientists as `public´ and 

`lay´, and also `audience´. I am aware that scientists can be part of both public and 

audience. However, in regards to the context of this thesis, public can be regarded as 

somewhat differentiated from science and therefore I have chosen this distinction.  

 Lars Mortensen characterises his work as investigative journalism, and this allows 

me to refer to `journalist´ and documentary `filmmaker´ as closely related. When 

referring to Lars Mortensen as a `filmmaker´ his function as a journalist is included in my 

use of the term. And also some of the theories I have chosen refer to journalists, other 

theories refer to filmmakers.  

There are also many possible terms to use in regards to Public Understanding of 

Science (PUS); Science Literacy (SL), Public Engagement with Science and Technology 

(PEST) and Public Awareness of Science (PAS) to mention some. All of the terms can be 

seen to relate to public knowledge level and involvement in science. To avoid throwing 

the terms around without proper relevance, I aim at defining them and to separate them to 

some extent. And as we will see, PUS can be a quite troublesome term. One can refer to 

 



   

science literacy as the aim of science communication and to study how science 

communication can result in increased SL thanks to PUS, PEST, PAS etc.   

 

My chosen topic is in a broad perspective related to science communication. But when 

looking closer it is not science communication per se that I will investigate; my focus 

will be on documentary film. I did not wish to base my inquiry on documentary films in 

general, but rather study one film more closely. And from that one film, I aim at pointing 

at aspects that help me answer my research questions. This can be defined as an 

instrumental case study, where “a particular case is examined to provide insight into an 

issue or refinement of theory” (Stake, 1994, p.237). Hence I wish to study the case itself, 

and to use the case as a support to help me gain insight in broader aspects related to 

science communication and public uptake of science through documentary film. To study 

the film I have chosen to look more closely at the film form. And then, to gain insight on 

the process behind the film I did an interview with the filmmaker Lars Mortensen. And I 

also did a search on the internet to look for response in media after the screenings. But 

first of all, to gain an overall theoretical perspective I conducted literary search. 

As this introduction shows, I have chosen a combination of research methods. In 

the following sections of this chapter I will describe the different processes and methods 

closer. 

 

 

 

 



   

2.1 Literary search and choice of theoretical framework 

Works related to Public Understanding of Science has become central in my 

investigations, and also the journal with the same name, PUS.2

I found quite a lot of information on studies related to media coverage of climate change 

in PUS. And the studies are conducted by researchers from several countries, and their 

investigations include several European countries, and also the U.S. But most of the 

research that I gained access to was related to science communication in media such as 

journals and newspaper articles, and very little on (documentary) film. The research 

material I found related to communication of science through documentary film can be 

regarded as limited. So to bring in more theoretical background on science 

communication I looked to other STS related theoreticians along with studies on 

documentary film and television. I will present these findings in the next chapter, 

theoretical framework, where I also aim at combining the different approaches. But first, 

I will mention some of the theories that has lead my to the chosen approach of this thesis.  

 

2.1.1 Understanding the public 

Brian Wynne has in his article “Misunderstood understandings” pointed out the most 

common way to investigate PUS: “Most research in public understanding of science 

involves observing or measuring what people believe after they have been exposed to 

scientific information of some kind(s)…” (Wynne, 1992, p. 282). Wynne suggest an 

alternative to the abovementioned traditional PUS-methods of investigation; one should 

                                                 
2 The journal was established in London in 1992, and I will return to the origin of the 
journal and also the Public Understanding of Science approach in the theoretical 
framework. 
 

 



   

look into social relationships, networks and identities to understand public responses to 

scientific knowledge. With such research, “we can see trust and credibility more as 

contingent variables, influencing the uptake of knowledge, but dependent upon the nature 

of these evolving relationships and identities” (Wynne, 1992, p. 282). So, one cannot 

fully understand public understanding of science without regarding the variables that 

influence their uptake of science. And as I understand this, quantitative analysis of an 

audience after screening a film would not be the right tool. Rather, by conducting by 

qualitative analysis of individuals and their response one can get a more rich result 

reflecting more variables. Investigations on public response might also be referred to as 

reception studies when related to film, and I will in the following present an overview of 

these kinds of “public-investigations” seen from media methodology. 

 

2.1.2 Reception studies 

There are several writings on reception studies. According to Hansen et al, from the 

1980s reception studies became the key component of the arsenal of approaches deployed 

by communications and media researchers (Hansen et al, 1998, p. 258). In the media 

studies book “Media Discourse” there is a paper by Kay Richardson stating that, “in 

reception analysis, the claim is that meaning is negotiated between a text and its readers 

(viewers, listeners..)”. But her work also takes into account that when media readers are 

plural the readings are likewise plural. And she calls for reception studies that “can 

insightfully map between the different framings of knowledge – those offered by the 

broadcaster and those offered by the respondents” (Bell & Garrrett, 1998, p. 220). 

According to the editors of “Media Discourse”, Allan Bell and Peter Garrett, 

 



   

Richardson’s studies is one of the relatively rare examples of studies that embrace both 

analysis of media discourse and analysis of reception of that discourse. And by doing that 

one touches upon complex discursive relations. Not only has the audience its own 

interpretations, but their interpretation of a text (documentary film) is based on the 

broadcaster’s interpretation of “reality”. And thereby reception studies should take into 

account these “levels of reality”. Hansen et al says that reception studies after the 1980s 

has “turned away from questions of media influence, and effects, on audience behaviour 

and beliefs, and toward concerns with how audiences interpret, make sense of, use, 

interact with, and create meaning out of media content and media technologies” (Hansen 

et al, 1998, p. 259). So what this shows is that media studies also emphasise that 

quantitative measuring does not necessarily provide the desired answers to understand 

public response. What we can draw from this is that both reception studies and Wynne’s 

studies calls for a more complex way of understanding publics. And to be able to create 

thorough Public understanding of science studies there should be equally much focus on 

understanding the publics themselves.  

A way of conducting this type of study would be through exposing a group of 

people to the same information, as for example showing the group the same film(s), and 

do a qualitative, focus group study. And to broaden the research, one could combine the 

focus group with other modes of data-collection such as questionnaires, observation and 

analysis of media content. But, in regards to my timeframe and choice of focus, I had to 

leave out such a broad research area, and I would have to leave this as a suggestion for 

further studies. My study does not go in depth into variables and interpretations amongst 

a public. Although, I find this issue as very important, and therefore I have as an 

 



   

underlying premise for my work that those variables matter. And that science 

communication is faced with the challenge of reaching out to a broad range of audiences 

with varying kinds of relationships and identities. Though, as I will outline in the next 

chapter, instead of reception studies I have chosen to investigate other perspectives 

related to public. And these chosen perspectives is related to how film, and its maker, 

relate to publics in their more “implicit manners”. 

 

2.1.3 Filmmakers Understanding Public  

From what I have outlined above, doing qualitative studies of public response can be 

regarded a suitable method to investigate what the public learned, or gathered of 

scientific knowledge, after being exposed to “Doomsday called off”. When I have chosen 

to exclude reception studies one could say that my study has a different angle than what 

could be expected from an investigation in line with the Public Understanding of Science 

approach. Instead of relating my investigations on how the audience actually understood 

science in “Doomsday called off” I wish to study how the film creates a fundament for 

understanding. What are the characteristics of “Doomsday called off” that creates a 

ground for understanding climate change?  

Instead of empirical studies of publics I wish to investigate the implicit 

relationship between communicator (filmmaker) and the public. By studying structure 

and form in “Doomsday called off” I hope to be able to say something about what I have 

chosen to refer to as `anticipated public´; the film is structured in its chosen form because 

of some, inscriptions, or implicit anticipations of the audience. I will look into this 

subject area through another STS related approach by Madeleine Akrich. In her article 

 



   

“Description of Technical Objects” she introduces the concept of script. And she 

suggests, “Innovators inscribe a vision about the world in the technical content of the new 

object” (Akrich, 1992, p. 208). I wish to adopt her concept and say that a filmmaker 

(innovator) has certain anticipations of the audience, and that these anticipations are 

taken into account when “designing the communication”. I will go more into detail about 

this perspective in the theoretical framework, and just for now say that instead of 

conducting research on based on information from public, I will use the concept of script. 

This concept will help me shed light on what kind of information about the public is 

embedded in the film, and how anticipations about an audience helps the filmmaker in 

structuring the communication, and so choosing what kind of film s/he is making (the 

language). Hence, I work from a starting point where I take into account that there are 

implicit anticipations of the publics that affects the approach a filmmaker chooses. In the 

discussion chapter I will investigate what kind of anticipations, or inscriptions, there 

might be said to be in “Doomsday called off”. 

 

2.2 Why “Doomsday called off” as a case  

By not studying public explicitly, my investigation can be regarded as limited, seen from 

both a `traditional PUS´ angle, and also from the more SSK related approach to PUS. But 

I hope to be able to illuminate important traits in the documentary film and to investigate 

how such traits can to a larger or lesser extent stage the possibilities for public 

understanding of science. 

When I saw the documentary film “Doomsday called off” I found it interesting as a case 

both because it deals with the controversy of global warming and also because the film 

 



   

can be regarded as controversial in itself. What can be regarded as controversial about the 

film is that it takes a standpoint that is not the most common. The sceptics can be 

regarded as a minority group of researchers, and the majority researchers are left out. And 

those scientists being left out are likely to respond negatively to the films argumentation. 

And so they did; several scientists disagreed to what the film argues. And also, a lot of 

the response was related to what some scientists argued as false. This in turn leads to a 

suspicion over the film’s credibility. And that is what I find especially interesting because 

it touches upon a core issue in science communication; when there are researchers with 

opposing views, how to tell true from false accounts? The distinction might not even be 

between true or false, but whom, what sources, to trust. In this perspective I wish to point 

out studies of Steven Shapin. With his studies of seventeenth-century natural philosopher 

he pointed to the importance of the role of the scientist when establishing empirical 

knowledge about the natural world. And similarly I find it interesting to look into, in the 

massive amount of information today what is accounted as trustworthy information. And 

then, how does the film present its information as “the truth”? Mortensen wishes the 

audience to understand the climate debate, and then how can this single-sided 

presentation “tell the truth”? The chosen angle in “Doomsday called off” is pointing at an 

important aspect of how to trust any given information in films and media. That brings 

me to a study of how the filmmaker tries to make the audience trust the information 

given.  

 

  

 

  

 



   

2.3 Methodological process 

 

In this section I will go more into detail on the methods I chose to gain an empirical 

platform.  

 

2.3.1 Film form  

There are several ways of analysing a film. Doing a thorough narrative analysis of 

“Doomsday called off” is not my main motive, or research intention. Rather I will study 

“Doomsday called off” by pointing out what I find as some essential elements of the film 

form. And I will be particularly on the look-out for elements that might serve to make the 

film seem trustworthy. More specifically I will be looking for the traits where the 

filmmaker indicates that his presentation is true. The narrative structure can help an 

audience to interpret the information they receive. And to recognize a narration, 

understanding film through categorization of film style and film genres has become 

useful. Bill Nichols, one of the writers in the forefront of documentary film theory, has 

categorized documentaries into `modes of representation´. And those modes are widely 

recognised as a way of categorizing. Though, one can argue that categorization can be 

rather destructive, and that categories established by theoretic writers such as Nichols 

exclude variety and hybrid forms of story telling. I will return to that discussion in the 

theory chapter. And for now I will only point out that looking into modes of 

representation is one way of analysing the film, and that I find it a suitable method for 

this thesis. I will also briefly look at the film’s rhetoric. It seems that the film has a clear 

argumentation and that the filmmaker wishes to convince the audience about his views on 

 



   

the climate change debate. Actually, the film as a whole can be regarded as an argument 

for the view of the sceptics in the ongoing debate. And that will also be essential to look 

into when discussing. 

The procedure I have chosen when studying film form is through separating the 

film into segments. I have briefly looked into the characteristics of these segments and on 

the basis of them I aim at to indicate the film `mode´. I will present the results of the 

analysis in a separate film analysis chapter (chapter 4), and then I will discuss my 

findings along with aspects drawn from my literary search/theoretical framework (in 

chapter 5). 

 

2.3.2 Interview with the film maker 

As mentioned I will also conduct an interview the Danish filmmaker, Lars Mortensen. In 

this study I was not aiming at investigating documentary filmmakers per se, hence the 

study does not constitute a representative sample of documentary filmmakers. Neither did 

I aim at gaining a broad picture of him as a filmmaker. Though, I wished to find out more 

of the processes behind the finished film and the filmmakers motivation: Why was 

“Doomsday called off” presented in that particular manner? I try to outline answers on 

this question from the interview and look for the reasons for his choices.  

Mortensen asked to see the questions I had prepared before the interview took 

place, and I mailed them over to him before we met in Copenhagen (interview guide in 

the appendix). During the interview we talked loosely through the questions, and the 

interview was what could be called a semi-structured interview (Østby, 1997). Or, what 

Hellevik would label it, the interview was done an informal manner, with an interview 

 



   

guide as the basis for interview (Hellevik, 2002). In chapter 4 I will outline some of the 

findings from the interview. I will also mention how the interview to some extent gave 

me limited information on Mortensen as a filmmaker. And then I will present the most 

interesting findings from the interview during the discussions in chapter 5. 

 

2.3.4 Response on internet (and media) 

To gain background information on how the response was after the screening on NRK 

and DR I studied the response on different web-sites and online newspapers. I found 

several relevant internet pages, and looked more closely at ten different sources. And 

from these sources and responses I sought to gain insight on what kinds of engagement 

the film created. There are probably other media sources I could have looked into as well, 

such as for example newspapers (printed, not online). But I chose not to do extensive 

search, rather do a search that serves as background information. And by looking into the 

sources I gained the information I sought for to be able to understand some of the 

response and engagement created due to the screening of “Doomsday called off”. I have 

chosen to not present my investigations in detail, rather I have prepared a list of the 

internet sources I looked at, and this list is to be found in the appendix. 

 

As I mentioned to begin with in this chapter I wish to combine both media studies and the 

abovementioned theories that are associated with the STS-field. I have outlined some of 

the methodological limitations in my choice of study, but still hope that my investigations 

will serve as good tools for my chosen research area. The empirical studies in this thesis 

will be based on my choice of qualitative studies; through analyzing the film, then to 

 



   

interview the filmmaker, Lars Mortensen. And not least the theories I have chosen to 

outline on the basis of my literary search. I will start by presenting these theoretical 

findings and thereby establish the theoretical framework for this thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

I will start building the theoretical frame by looking more closely at public understanding 

of science (hereafter also referred to as PUS). And through the chapter study some 

challenges of how to communicate science to public. Then in the second part of this 

chapter I will look into media and documentary film theory. 

 

3.1 Public Understanding of Science, Experts and Uncertainty 

 

3.1.1 Historical introduction to Public Understanding of Science 

One might look for a definition of PUS in one of the many articles in the SAGE journal 

with the same name3. I wish to point out a description of PUS set forth by The House of 

Lords, the British Parliament in their Third report on Science and Society from February 

2000:  

"Public understanding of science" means the understanding of scientific matters by non-experts. 
This cannot of course mean a comprehensive knowledge of all branches of science… Public 
understanding of science has become a shorthand term for all forms of outreach by the scientific 
community, or by others on their behalf (e.g. science writers, museums, event organizers), to the 
public at large, aimed at improving that understanding. 
http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/ld199900/ldselect/ldsctech/38/3801.htm

 

Another report from The House of Lords might be regarded as what initially brought 

focus to the Public Understanding of Science; the Bodmer Report, from 1985, named 

after the chair of the working group, Sir Walter Bodmer. As Steve Miller explains it in 

his article “Public Understanding of Science at crossroads”, the Bodmer report was 

                                                 
3 Established by the Science Museum in London in 1992. Founding editor John Durant. 

 

http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/ld199900/ldselect/ldsctech/38/3801.htm


   

instrumental in popularizing science, and British scientists were told that they had no less 

than a duty to communicate with the public about their work. During the twenty years 

since the Bodmer Report there has been a change of focus and attitude towards PUS, and 

that is in part what the report “Science and society” published in 2000 argues for: 

 
In recent years there has been a growing recognition in government and the scientific community 
of the need to move away from the old model of the 'public understanding of science' to one which 
involves public engagement in science and proper dialogue between scientists and the public. This 
was set out clearly in the House of Lords Select Committee on Science and Technology report, 
Science and Society, and the Government's response to this report. 
http://www.dti.gov.uk/ost/ostbusiness/puset/history.htm
 

Traditionally, PUS had a strong emphasis on a “deficit model”; a model where scientific 

literacy is important, but only scientists possess scientific knowledge – as opposed to lay 

public who can be regarded as uninformed in scientific matters. Many scholars have 

described the deficit model, and as David A. Kirby points out in his article “Scientist on 

set” in Public Understanding of Science, “Under this model, scientists dispense scientific 

knowledge, usually through the mass media, to a scientifically illiterate general public. 

Scientific facts are the key components to public understanding of science….”. This view 

was for some years the norm, or ground rules for science and public relations. But then 

this view, and the deficit model, was under scrutiny, and I would like to bring in a quote 

to exemplify how writers in the PUS field relate to the deficit model:  

This model adopted a one-way, top-down communication process, in which  – with all the 
required information – filled the knowledge vacuum in the scientific illiterate general public as 
they saw fit. There was a flow of knowledge. From the “pure” source of science in the laboratory 
to a (somewhat tainted) Bowdlerised variety that was fit for public consumption and was usually 
disseminated through the mass media. 
(Miller, S. in Public Understanding of Science, 10 (2001), p. 115-120). 
 

So as we see, the view on publics has changed and their relationship to both 

`understanding´ and `science´ can today be regarded as less narrow than from where PUS 

 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld199900/ldselect/ldsctech/38/3801.htm
http://www.dti.gov.uk/scienceind/report3response.htm
http://www.dti.gov.uk/ost/ostbusiness/puset/history.htm


   

started in the 1980s. In the following I will look more closely at these changes of 

perspective and outline what is brought up as new, and more adequate angles for PUS.  

 

3.1.2 Application of sociology of science, SSK, on PUS 

Brian Wynne has also written several articles that point to the need of a change 

away from traditional PUS. And as Wynne pointed out in his article “Public 

Understanding of Science”, there seems to be difficult to follow a more “SSK related 

approach” to PUS – though that is what he would see as a solution to make PUS being 

more adequate. And if following a critical research approach informed by the sociology 

of science (SSK), one could stress that the whole process of knowledge making would be 

in need of investigation. Wynne stresses how “scientific meaning cannot be taken for 

granted as if deterministically provided by nature or some other privileged authority” 

(Wynne, 1995 p. 364). Seen with the SSK perspective there are several aspects to 

investigate and in turn be wary of when aiming at better public understanding of science. 

And as Wynne said “SSK have attempted to investigate how people experience and 

define ”science” in social life, and how particular scientific constructions incorporate 

tacit, closed models of social relationships that are or should be open to negotiation” 

(Wynne, 1995, p. 362). This illuminates the importance of taking publics into account as 

well as science. And I find his position particularly interesting for this thesis because it 

emphasizes the importance of variables amongst publics, and that these variables should 

be taken into account when designing the science communication. As Wynne argued, “It 

is usually uncritically assumed that ”better public information” will lead to greater 

”understanding” and that this means greater acceptance; but the competing kinds of 

 



   

information or ”understanding” that might be in play are rarely discussed” (Wynne, 1995, 

p. 369). According to Wynne, the public does not necessarily misunderstand science, nor 

being ignorant or naïve. The problem is more tied to how sciences relate to the public. He 

points out the importance of scientific establishment to be more reflexive and able to 

understand the public. “The unreflexive responses of the scientific establishment appear 

to reflect a deep institutional insecurity about actually encountering lay publics on their 

terms, and negotiating valid knowledge with them” (Wynne, 1995, p. 385). I will return 

to the relationship between lay and experts in the next chapter. 

I have tried to point out some of the problems with the traditional label of PUS. 

Turning the focus more towards engaging the public might be one solution. And the 

initially mentioned report from The House of Lords in 2000 also modifies its use of 

understanding stating that “despite all this activity and commitment, we have been told 

from several quarters that the expression "public understanding of science" may not be 

the most appropriate label. Sir Robert May called it a "rather backward-looking 

vision"(…)”. And what Elam and Bertilsson point out in the article “Consuming, 

Engaging and Confronting Science” is that changes in PUS are related to potential 

uncertainties that follow from science based innovation. And their studies point out that 

“the PUS movement is now more prepared to take a lack of public confidence in new 

science and technology more seriously and public worries about the unforeseen risks 

accompanying new technology as only reasonable” (Elam & Bertilsson, 2003, p.17). And 

these newer perspectives on PUS has resulted in a shift from PUS to PES(T); public 

engagement with science (and technology). With this new focus, the relation between 

science and public has changed towards a more inclusive relation. And as Elam and 

 



   

Bertilsson describe it; “Through PES, science is attempting to win and hold the attention 

of the public” (Elam & Bertilsson, 2003, p. 20). Articles in the journal PUS also might 

seem to be in coherence with more PES-related perspectives, and so the name of the 

journal is maybe not as describing as it ones were. 

I would like to suggest that science communication has gradually developed; first 

of all it was not even present when a one-way Enlightenment model was the norm. Then, 

by starting to focus on communicating science to society, publics were included (with the 

introduction of traditional PUS). The public was regarded as scientifically illiterate and 

should be informed through a top-down deficit communication model. And so, with the 

shift from PUS to PES, interaction and mutual involvement between science and society 

was recognised.  

What we can draw from these above-mentioned challenges in science 

communication the troublesome areas are much related to the division between expert 

and lay. And then; how can media succeed in “translating” science into more lay friendly 

terms – without reducing the scientific accuracy? In the book “Risk, Environment & 

Modernity” Lash, Szerszynski & Wynne point out some ways of informing, and I will 

briefly outline some of their arguments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

3.1.3 Expert (scientist) vs lay (public) 

I will start referring to their perspectives by a quote that points to that the problem of 

communication of environment issues is not the amount of information, but rather the 

way of informing: 

 

It contends that the translation of things ´environmental` into authorative scientific and policy 
vocabularies occurs in ways which could be described as, amongst other things, epistemologically 
´realist`, positivistic, disembedded, technological and cognitivist, and that it thus tends to mask 
important cultural, social and existential dimensions of the contemporary ´environmental crisis` 
(Lash et al, 1996, p.1). 
 

In stead of communicating on these terms, what Lash et al emphasises is an awareness of 

cultural and social dimensions. Lash et al make use of a constructivist approach, and they 

“call for a new set of terms which reflect the co-construction of nature and culture, and 

which in so doing may provide the grounds for a renewal of public agency and 

identification with environmental and related public policies” (Lash, Szerszynski & 

Wynne, 1996, p. 5).  Then, as opposed to earlier mentioned writings that hold a view 

saying that translation into “lay language” is only confirming the divide between lay and 

expert, Lash et al encourage a more “lay friendly”- language, a less scientific discourse 

when talking of science on nature. Then it is likely to appeal to a wider public – and not 

least to the media. And in relation to the issue of how to succeed in media 

communication Lash et al states that there is what might be regarded as an 

overproduction of expertise on green issues. This overproduction can be regarded as 

“noise”, and to overcome this problem of a less scientific discourse may be a solution. 

In the book by Lash et al, there is also an article by Wynne, “May the sheep safely 

graze? A reflexive view of the expert-lay knowledge divide”, were Wynne defines lay 

 



   

publics as “those who can be thought of as outside of the expert systems which in the 

debate so far have been the almost exclusive focus of analysis” (Wynne, in Lash et al, 

1996, p. 46). Wynne also focus on the importance of combining expert and lay 

knowledge. He supports involvement of lay publics in a process of creating less 

alienating forms of public knowledge. And that such a kind of knowledge would 

emphasis the relationship between universal knowledge and human values (Wynne, 1996 

p. 77). By this, without implying that lay knowledge is to be regarded as superior over 

scientific knowledge, publics are involved intellectually in negotiations – and providing a 

bridge between the expert-lay knowledge divide.  

So, from the above outlined perspectives, the problem is not that the public do not 

hear enough from scientist, and that the lack of information results in ambivalence 

towards science. Rather, the communication needs to take the publics into account and 

gain more of a two-way dialogue.  

 

3.1.4 Communication towards whom? 

Nelkin refers to Joseph Klapper´s reseach on mass communication where Klapper  

“arguing that the images conveyed by the press are assimilated and interpreted by 

different readers according to their prior beliefs, predispositions, personal experience, and 

the attitude of their peers”. (Nelkin, 1995, p. 65). Hence, the effect of media messages, 

Klapper argued, depends on the social context in which they are received. 

And also, there are differences in how media messages are perceived related to the level 

of knowledge the publics hold. Nelkin differentiate between the following responses: 

 

 



   

In areas of science and technology where readers have little direct information or 

pre-existing knowledge to guide an independent evaluation, the press, as the 

major source of information, defines the reality of the situation for them. But 

where readers already have established a set of biases, science reporting tends to 

justify and reinforce these biases. And when the reader has had personal 

experience or long-term exposure to media coverage, the effect of media images 

is tempered by prior attitudes about the issues” (Nelkin, 1995, p .69). 

 

From this quote one can find that there is a differentiation of the audience, and that their 

level of knowledge influence their perception of an issue. In the article “Science 

communication: a contemporary definition” by Burns et al I also found descriptions of 

who the actors are that may benefit from science communication. And according to Burns 

et al it is often incorrectly assumed that science communication is solely for the benefit of 

the lay-public. Rather, part of the task is to be able to communicate to a wide segment of 

publics. I would like to mention their example of how an exhibition is structured to attract 

a wide group of audiences. Firstly they identify what kind of publics there are, and then 

point out what kind of communication that will attract and involve the different types of 

awareness amongst the public:  

-uninformed or disinterested in the overall subject (lay public): those who do not know 

what they don´t know about a given subject.  At the same time I seek always to maintain 

interest of those who are  

-informed (interested public): those who know what they don´t know,  or even  

-specialists (attentive public) in the material: those who know  

 



   

 

So in order to address these types in the appropriate manner the communication should be 

built around the following principles; firstly identify and communicate the fundamentals 

of the subject which are relevant to the uninformed. Then have enough variety to intrigue 

the informed, and finally reinterpret the content with freshness and humour to surprise 

and entertain the specialist (Burns et al, 2003, pp. 183-202). When studying “Doomsday 

called off” I will try to see how the film has related to both different levels of knowledge, 

and also how the communication can be seen to reach out to a broad audience. 

 

3.1.5 The concept of script 

Understandings, or anticipations, of a potential audience might be regarded as essential 

for the filmmaker when creating the film. If a filmmaker has the audience in mind when 

designing the film then the filmmaker can be seen to account for both what kind of 

knowledge level the audience hold, and also how the film then is structured to reach out 

to all these audiences. The anticipations a filmmaker might have influence what “versions 

of reality” the filmmaker decides to create. I will try to study this more closely based on 

theories related to Madeleine Akrich and her script concept. Akrich suggests that 

“innovators inscribe a vision about the world in the technical content of the new object” 

(Akrich, 1992, p. 208). As I interpret this, perspectives of future users are taken into 

account when designing. The designer’s views on users, and the designer’s anticipations 

of motives and skills are materialized in the design of the new product.  

By applying her theory this is somehow be to take her concept back to its origin; 

the film script. And I will relate `the innovator´ and `potential user´ to `filmmaker´ and 

 



   

`public´. Related to film one can say that there are anticipations of the future user 

(audience) already in the design phase (when the filmmaker decides the film form). To be 

able to identify a `potential user´ I would assume that relevant questions in the research 

phase would be for example; who is the user of this artefact; what skills does the user 

have? Or rather, what are the expected skills? What are the cultural norms in the society 

of the user? Such questions can be seen to have relevance for a filmmaker too. Their 

“design questions” when creating the film could be similar.  

So having applied this perspective I establish a view of the filmmaker where the 

filmmaker has taken what I will call an `anticipated audience´ into account. The 

filmmaker has considered different attributes in the audience when creating the film. I 

will conduct my investigations with this perspective as an underlying premise. As 

mentioned in the introduction I aim at looking for signs of what view of the publics that 

lies as a fundament when the filmmaker created “Doomsday called off”. What did 

Mortensen do to reach out to the different kinds of publics and their varying knowledge 

levels? And how can these `inscriptions´ seem to be manifested in the finished film? I 

will look into these questions in the discussion chapter. 

 

3.1.6 Communication of “ truths” or communication of uncertainties? 

Dorothy Nelkin has studied how science is presented in media, and very often, scientific 

facts are used as “proofs”. And as Dorothy Nelkin describes it, in coverage of 

controversies, journalists turn to “science as the source of authoritative evidence and 

definite solutions – as the arbiter of truth” (Nelkin, 1995, p. 48). Especially in tabloid 

press; scientists seem to “play God” (Nelkin, p. 67). And also when an article can refer to 

 



   

relevant research findings it adds trustworthiness to the journalistic account. There are 

several examples of science TV shows and documentary films where researchers are 

presented as truth-proofs. As we will see later, that also applies for “Doomsday called 

off”. Another example that point to the same tendency is the documentary film series 

“Life at stake”. As Mark Elam argues in his paper  “When Scientist meet Film-makers”, 

the scientists who support biotechnology are presented as very trustworthy information 

sources, whilst the opponents, many of them farmers, presented as lot less trustworthy 

sources. The scientists statements can be seen to remove or reduce uncertainties, and the 

film presents scientists as experts, with the implication “We (the experts) know what is 

best for you (lay-people)”. And such a scientist-lay-relation can be regarded as much in 

line with views on publics according to a deficit-model. I will return to both what kind of 

a view on the scientist we can find in "Doomsday called off", and also to look into the 

relationship between science and public that implicitly lies within the film's structure.  

 

As opposed to science as being able to provide “proofs”, one of the major challenges 

related to communicating science is that it, to a large extent, means communicating 

uncertainty. As Friedman puts it:  

 
Perhaps the most common outcome of scientific process is not facts, but uncertainty. Ambiguity 
about what is true and what is not is so ubiquitous that one could define scientific expertise not so 
much in terms of accumulation of knowledge but by the skill of recognizing and managing 
uncertainty. The acknowledgement and management of uncertainty is one hallmark of good 
science (Friedman, 1999, p. vii) 
 

Journalists may cover such uncertainties and it does not necessarily reduce value of a 

media story – uncertainty might rather contribute to controversy and debate, which can be 

regarded as criteria for newsworthy stories. Journalists may even strengthen a perceived 

uncertainty by bringing opposing views together. Though at the same time, journalists are 

 



   

often frequently accused of making science claims appear more solid and certain than 

they are (Friedman 1999). As we will see, the latter can be seen to be the situation in 

“Doomsday called off”; science is presented as certain. And as I will return to in the 

discussion chapter, I will look into how certainty can be seen to be presented through 

scientists claims. And hence this relationship to “scientists as presenting truth claims” 

opens for a discussion of the film’ s relation to scientists as arbiter of truth vs social 

construction; can the film be seen to hold a view of scientists as arbiter of truth or is there 

any signs that opens up for a perspective where science is regarded as more of a social 

construction? I will try to illuminate these questions by discussing the structure of the 

film, and also bring in relevant theories while discussing. 

 

3.2 Documentary film – tales of reality through style and rhetoric 

In this chapter I will first of all look into how a documentary film can be regarded as a 

narrative. And how can studying the narrative lead to further readings than what firstly 

meets the eye? By studying film form one can how different forms might serve different 

communicative purposes. I will use these different theoretical perspectives when 

analyzing “Doomsday called off”.  

 

3.2.1 Documentary film as a narrative 

Several writings point to how narratives are surrounding us in different ways. And in the 

book on television studies “Channels of discourse”, Sarah Kozloff is pointing out how 

“narrative structure is, to a large extent, the portal or grid through which even 

nonnarrative television must pass. The world that we see on television is the world that 

 



   

has been shaped by the rules of this discourse” (Allen, 1994 p. 69). What such a stand 

implies is that investigating narrative structure can be a suitable method for a broad range 

of media studies, even studies on documentary film. And in the book “Mass 

Communication Research Method” by Hansen et al I found an even broader perception of 

narratives: “One can say that narratives are all around us, the world comes to us in the 

form of narratives, they are central to the way we organise and understand the world” 

(Hansen et al, 1998, p. 130).  

So what we can draw from this is that narrative theory is not only related to 

media, but all kinds of stories. And in all stories, there is a certain language. And as 

Hansen et al emphasizes, “moving image products4 utilize a language into which both 

producers and audiences are socialised; they must understand and master it in order to be 

able to use the medium effectively (Hansen et al, 1998, p. 131)”. Therefore the filmmaker 

should choose a language, or form, that attains audiences in an understandable manner. 

And also for me, when analysing the film, I need to reveal and understand this shared 

language, the structures from which the film is built. Studies of a film narrative can be 

regarded as formal studies, but as Helge Østby emphasizes in the book “Metodebok for 

mediefag”, one can argue that such analysis also is about “å etterspore den kulturelle 

forståelsens infrastrukturer” (Østby, 1997, p. 29). And by that, I find reasons to argue that 

film analysis could be a hermeneutic activity where the formal system of concepts and 

the techniques of analysis can be part of more thorough cultural reflections and 

reasoning.  

                                                 
4 By `moving image products´ all types of visual and sonic media are included. 

 



   

When discussion the creation of stories, or narrations, I find it important to 

illuminate what might separate the narration of a documentary film and that of fiction 

films. There are several aspects to consider when drawing a distinction between 

documentary from fiction film, and I will not go into details on this matter. Rather I wish 

to mention how the first use of the term `documentary´, is thought to have its origin from 

the British filmmaker John Grierson (in the 1930s). He relate documentary to “creative 

treatment of actuality”. The part “creative treatment” has caused several debates through 

the decades of documentary film history, and has been the reason for conflicts among 

film theorists and makers. The main problem has been regarding the extent of how 

creative a filmmaker can be before the film becomes fictional. But as Bill Nichols point 

out in the book “Representing Reality”, one might say that there is one important and 

definite difference between fiction and non-fiction; a documentary filmmaker has chosen 

to work with representations of the historical world rather than an imaginary world 

(Braaten et al, 1994, p. 174).  

Other theorists have tried to explain how documentaries then deal with the 

“presentations of our reality” and I wish to point out a description on documentary film 

by the theorist Michael Renov. In his book “Theorizing documentary”, Renov describes 

documentary on the basis of four tendencies. The tendencies are as follows: 

1. to record, reveal, or preserve 
2. to persuade or promote 
3 to analyze or interrogate 
4. to express. 
(Renov 1993, p.21) 
 

Renov´s description is rather loose and focuses on the function of the documentary. 

According to the theorist Bjørn Sørensen, the description is quite characteristic of newer 

 



   

documentary theory were documentary can be understood in more pragmatic terms 

(Sørensen, 2001 p. 13).  

When relating documentary to the ability to tell us something about the historical 

world, our “reality”, the film has an informative logic and the argument becomes 

essential. As we will see, “Doomsday called off” can be regarded as heavily centred on 

arguing for its perspective. Then the following questions emerge: What kind of 

argumentation does a filmmaker make use of to tell the audience her/his intended 

message? How does the filmmaker build or construct the film, what is the most suited 

manner for the film to communicate according to the intention of the filmmaker? That 

brings me over to theory on the different types of documentary.  

 

3.2.2 Modes of representation 

Bill Nichols introduced what he called the `documentary modes´ in 1991 in his book 

“Representing Reality”. This book and the `modes´, can be regarded as setting the stage 

for documentary tradition and theory. I will concentrate my theoretical frame around 

these modes, and this theoretical framework will be essential when analyzing “Doomsday 

called off” later in the thesis. I have based the description of the modes on what I could 

find from several writers and created a short-version overview of the modes. In addition 

to give an overview of the five modes here, I will also include brief comments on recent 

critiques: 

 

Expository documentary (1920s): The films of Grierson and Flaherty directly addresses 

issues in the historical world. The film arose from dissatisfaction with the distracting, 

 



   

entertainment qualities of the fiction film. Voice-of –God commentary and poetic 

perspectives sought to disclose information about the historical world, even if these views 

came to seem romantic or didactic. The commentary has an important rhetoric function 

and provides the logical progress. The means are chosen for their ability to create rhetoric 

continuity rather than continuity in time and space.  There is a logical chain of cause and 

effect that leads to conclusion and solution. Examples are “Night Mail” and “The Battle 

of San Pietro”. In recent expository documentaries, there are often interviews, but the 

interviews are subordinate to the films argumentation which is lead by the omniscient 

voice-over. The expectations among audiences were related to a sort of common sense 

idea on reality. The films are related to the solution of problems and explanations of 

phenomenon on culture or nature. The critique is just related to the latter; these films are 

seen as overly didactic. 

 

Observational documentary (1960s): As a result of technically more mobile equipment 

this mode allowed the filmmaker to record unobtrusively what people did when they 

weren’t explicitly addressing the camera. These films eschew commentary and re-

enactment and rather observe things as they happen. Films indexical qualities are 

important; moving images has a potential of being the fingerprint of reality. One can 

“catch reality” and bring it on to the audience. Classical examples are the direct cinema 

films from the U.S. and the filmmaker Fredrick Wiseman. Films were criticized for lack 

of history and context.  

 

 



   

Participatory documentary (1960s): Filmmakers such as Jean Rouche (often referred to 

as a representative for cinema verité style) in France are more directly interviewing or 

interacting with subjects. The filmmaker is not an observer on the sideline, but on the 

contrary more of a catalyst who is provoking and driving the story forth. And the 

filmmaker can be seen talking with the persons in front of the camera. The filmmaker can 

also “cover up” their questions, and let the persons in the film speak as if they weren’t 

interviewed. Filmmakers `presence as absence´5. This technique is similar to the 

observational documentary, but differs because the filmmaker asks question, and hence 

there is interaction. Another variant of this film style are the ones based on archive 

footage, and the footage is combined with interviews. 

This mode is similar to the observational films because of the minimal attention towards 

the filmmaker and the production process. Though, it actively seeks to influence 

situations and people in the film and the filmmaker is highly active and thereby resembles 

the next mode, reflexive. 

These films are criticized because of their excessive faith in witnesses, naïve history, and 

that they can be regarded as too intrusive. 

 

Reflexive documentary (1980s): This mode question documentary forms itself, and 

defamiliarizes the other modes. The film wishes to problematize the film’s potential to 

represent reality. In modernistic manner, the reflexive film focuses on the meeting 

between film and audience. And the aim is to create a consciousness of the media itself 

rather than a consciousness about the historical world. Focus of the films is directed 

                                                 
5 As described by Braathen et al, in Norwegian: ”Nærvær som fravær” (Braaten et al, 
1994, p. 177) 

 



   

towards the production process. Most films are from the 70s and 80s, but Zsiga Vertovs 

film “Man with Movie camera” from 1929 can also be regarded as reflexive.  

Films can be seen in relation to Berthold Brecht’s theories on verfremdung in theatre 

where the prerequisite for a conscious audience was linked to being conscious of the 

whole communication process. 

Though in its aim towards a greater reflexivity films are criticized for being too abstract 

and lose sight of actual issues. 

 

Performative documentary (1980s): Stress subjective aspects of a classically objective 

discourse. Critique: Loss of emphasis on objectivity may relegate such films to the avant-

garde; excessive use of style.       

 

(Nichols, 2001, Braathen et al, 1994, Sørensen 2003 and Bruzzi, 2000) 

 

In the next chapter I will further examine the film and attempt to define or to understand 

its `mode´. What mode, or category, seems most suited to describe this film? And what 

can the characteristics of the film tell us of the position of the filmmaker – and the 

assumed impact on the audience? 

Now, when having indicated these modes as my choice of tool for analysing there is a 

need to mention that these modes are not any “black and white” formula for a filmmaker. 

On the contrary, there are reasons to argue that the development has not had such a 

distinct evolution. And also that a film can have traits from all categories. Stella Bruzzi is 

arguing for such a perspective in her book “New Documentary” and she states that the 

 



   

modes indicates a Darwinian-like evolution where documentary has gone from being 

primitive in both form and argument to being sophisticated and complex (Bruzzi, 2000, p. 

2).  

Nichols is himself aware of this and he says that the terms are partly heuristic and 

actual films usually mix different modes although one mode will normally be dominant 

(Bruzzi, 2000, p. 2). Bruzzi is very critical to Nichols what she refers to as “constructing 

genealogical tables”. Bruzzi argues that the result is the creation of a central canon of 

films that is deeply exclusive and conservative. However, I have included Nichols 

classification because serves as an illustrative way of showing how different films has 

related to presentations or descriptions of reality in different ways. The Nichols 

“evolution” also shows that the documentary genre has gone through changes. What we 

regard as the obviously didactic or too intrusive today, were not necessarily perceived as 

such at the time of producing them. Hence criteria on how to trust a film has changed, 

and what we take for granted as the most suited way of communicating today might still 

evolve to be inadequate for future generations. And that there is still new innovative non-

fiction films to evolve. I wish to mention a part of the historical developments that has 

had particular significance for documentary film’s relationship to reality and it’s ability in 

“truth-telling”. And that is the observational documentaries from the 60s, or the so called 

Direct Cinema and Cinema Verité tradition. Much of the explanation of this documentary 

mode was new mobile camera equipment. With the new cameras and sound equipment 

they could move around easily and capture events as the occurred. The filmmaker was 

regarded either as an uninvolved bystander, as seen in the Direct Cinema-tradition. Or 

filmmaker regarded as a provocateur, as seen in the Cinema Verité tradition. Film 

 



   

theoretic Bjørn Sørensen points out how filmmakers from this period strongly believed in 

documentary film as documentation with strong claims for representing a true and 

objective version of reality. Sørensen refers to Brian Winston who claims that Direct 

Cinema and Cinema Verité contributes to a “confusion” where documentary film 

achieved a status of telling true stories (Sørensen, 2001, p. 163). And as Eric Barnow 

says: “The Cinema Verité tradition faced with the dilemma of a paradox: artificial 

circumstances could bring hidden truth to the surface” (Eric Barnow, 1993, p. 255). Now 

today there are even more possibilities to add “artificial ingredients” to filmmaking; 

digital technology. Technological developments have resulted in digital cameras (those in 

the 60s were not small and portable in today’s terms), digital editing and digital 

manipulation. And that raises important questions on the status of the “truth claim”. I will 

not go into more details on this issue, though mention that it is part of an explanation for 

why and how film modes or genre evolve. 

Another historical event with great impact is the introduction of television. With 

television in the post war era, new kinds of popular film types were introduced, such as 

portrayals on nature and animals. And such documentaries served very well in the spirit 

of Public Service Broadcasting. The most prestigious or famous are the nature 

documentaries of BBC. Their “Life On Earth” established David Attenborough and the 

award-winning Natural History Unit at the forefront of wildlife documentary filmmaking. 

BBC´s main goal can be regarded as to inform and educate since their start, and the 

establishment of television in other countries, as NRK in Norway, and DR in Denmark, 

followed the same public service broadcasting (PBS) principle.  

 



   

Documentaries on television come in many forms. Some of the documentaries 

resemble reportages or journalistic driven representations. But at the same time, many 

documentary filmmakers and journalists would draw distinct lines between their works. 

Parts of the discussion are related to the degree of objectivity. And as mentioned, a 

documentary filmmakers has greater freedom related to “creative treatment”, whilst 

journalistic craft can be seen more related to “objectivity”. Although, in resent years 

`learning´ as an objective for PBS-television can be seen to be in change, and television 

has gained status more of a source for entertainment. And the entertainment aspect of 

television can be regarded as problematic for some ways. Firstly, due to an increase in 

media sources, there is a fight for attention. “Facts-oriented television programs” might 

loose in the competition over attention. Secondly, the emergence of new genres such as 

docudramas and mocumentaries has resulted in a need to rethink and rework the 

conventional distinction between reality and fiction. Though the films relate to the “real 

world” the form is much more like the form we are used to in fiction film. A good 

example of a fictional trait in recent documentaries is the use of music. Music can be said 

to derive from the fiction film language, and serves as a good help in the narration of both 

fiction and non-fiction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

CHAPTER 4: STUDYING THE FILM 

 

As mentioned a documentary film can be seen as a narrative and that there is a link to 

fiction film with its “creative” relation to reality. And as Nichols points out; 

“documentaries do not differ from fictions in their constructions as texts, but in the 

representations they make” (Nichols, 1991, p. 111). The documentary relates to the world 

as opposed to a fictional world in a fiction film. So when a film as “Doomsday called off” 

argues on behalf of science on climate change then we can assume that the film will 

relate to information that are not fictional, but based on “reality”. In the following I will 

outline how the film’s narration is built around expert statements and the voice-over. 

 

4.1 Experts as selected voices 

As mentioned, scientific activity is related to uncertainties, and uncertainties characterize 

science on the climate change issue as well. How does the film relate to uncertainties? 

When I looked closer at “Doomsday called off” I found that at the “selection of voices” 

could best illuminate this. The voices, or interviewees in the film are scientists with 

different kinds of research related to global warming. And though their area of research is 

different, they all point out that climate change is not man-made. They are the `sceptics´. 

There are other scientists who could show other results and oppose the sceptics, but the 

filmmaker has excluded those voices. There is a conscious selection and all the 

statements in the film are pointing in one direction. Hence, the film takes form of an 

 



   

argument, and scientists seem certain. But here I think the film moves towards a paradox: 

Mortensen wants to make the audience aware that we should not yet relate to climate 

changes as if science has proved that climate change is man-made. He argues that far as 

there are scientific uncertainties, we are not evidentially the ones to blame for the global 

warming. And this is where Mortensen says that there is no reason to warn against 

“Doomsday” before science is certain. Implicitly the film encourages us not to believe 

what most scientists tell us because their science is uncertain. Still there is evidentially a 

great faith in the scientists (the sceptics) shown in “Doomsday called off”. Is it so that 

their research more reliable? I found what I would regard as a contradiction here; on one 

hand the film says that science might be mistaken (the science saying that global 

warming is man-made) and that there are good reasons to be sceptical towards these 

scientific accounts. On the other hand this argument, and the whole film relies on claims 

from scientists within the same `uncertain´ research area. So to some extent the film’s 

argumentation relies heavily on experts that are implicitly what the film warns against. I 

will leave this paradox here and return to other aspects related to experts later in the 

discussion. For now I will continue to scrutinise the film by looking into some of the 

segments in the film. My focus will be to study the argumentation and rhetoric more 

closely, and finally relate my findings to Nichols modes of representation. 

 

4.2 Studying segments in the film 

When studying the film I have chosen to sketch out the different parts into six segments. 

In addition to these six there are passages where the voice-over is presenting facts as well 

and the voice over is coupled with illustrating images. And there are also sections where 

 



   

we see the researchers “doing their jobs”, and even one of the researchers on his daily 

jogging exercise. There are music in some parts of the documentary, and often music 

accompanying the voice-over sections. Of other visual elements I would also like to point 

out the `good mix´. First of all the mix of research methods the film shows; there are both 

graphs and figures, along with observations. But most importantly, the good mix of 

different statements; the film is built around what in film terms would be called “talking 

heads”. The talking heads are essential in presenting the information in the film. And all 

the talking heads are scientists. I will now look into how these scientists may seem to be 

regarded as `experts´. And by looking into the segments try to illuminate how the experts 

can be regarded as essential in the whole structure of the film. 

Segments are as follows: 

 

1. Introduction; the voice-over tells us that “mankind is put on trial” by the IPCC 

and other scientists involved in the climate change issue. Though, there are other 

leading climatologists with different answers; the climate change is not man-

made. The film will present findings from these scientists. 

2. Greenland; observations and measurements on ice. Jørgen Peder Steffensen doing 

ice drilling, highly technological. And David Legates and introducing hot topic; 

Michael Mann’s  “hockey stick”-theory 

3. Harvard; the researchers Sally Baliunas ad Willie Soon, at a prestigious university 

with massive amounts of information. Gathered all types of research the last 45 

years. 

 



   

4. Temperature measurements; John Christy talking about the temperature in the 

atmosphere, and other researchers presenting measuring on temperature through 

different techniques (satellite and balloon measuring).  

5. Research trip to the Maldives and sea level measuring with Nils-Axel Mörner. 

6. All the researchers in the film summing up their analysis. 

 

In the above segmentation I briefly outlined what I found to be most essential in each 

segment. When further analysing these segment I will present how each segment serves 

in what I find to be the overall argument, namely that “there are evidence enough to say 

that mankind is not responsible for climate change”. I will outline these suggestions in 

the following. 

 

Segment 1: 

The introduction, shows us different people, without their names given, stating “the hard 

facts about global warming”. The images are edited in a rapid pace, mixed with music. 

The music increases the intensity and suspense.  

And so, already in the two first minutes of the film the film gives a “Doomsday-like 

feeling” – just as the effect from films predicting a collapse of our globe. Hence; the 

whole impression is massive, and after the intro serves as convincing the audience that 

the documentary holds vital information that the audience need to know. The film will 

reveal the true facts of the global warming issue, and overthrow any “old doomsday 

predictions”.  

 

 



   

Segment 2: 

The research conducted on Greenland has a high-technological profile. And the images of 

drilling apparatus are impressive and amusing. This presentation also gives an impression 

that what we are about to see is high-tech and probably very reliable. And then we see 

Michael Mann presenting his Hockey stick theory, which then David Legates can inform 

us that is a theory not reliable, and that it is held by few. 

 

Segment 3: 

Here the reliability can be seen as settled for sure; acclaimed scientists from Harvard are 

amongst those who work within this field. The film introduces us to these two intelligent-

looking researchers in offices stacked with books and papers. Do these two have all the 

information possible to gather on global change....? The amount of information seems 

very impressive. And it is also very important that some scientists are gathering all the 

bits and pieces of information. The scientists are one male and one female, and also the 

woman, Sally Baliunas, is of American origin, whilst Willie Soon is of Asian origin. 

There can be seen to be a balance in regards to both gender and ethnicity. In sum; all 

these elements adds a high degree of trustworthiness to the film’s presentation. 

 

Segment 4: 

So, as we saw from Harvard, there are many kinds of research conducted, and now we 

see that satellite measurements are one of them. John Christy is stating “that there is 

something going on in the atmosphere that we do not know”. We are also introduced to 

 



   

Jeffrey Lundvall who does measuring of temperatures, and he shows us different results 

on his heat spotter. 

 

 

Segment 5: 

The scientist in the Maldives: a friendly looking man who is travelling the world, 

observing climate changes – or, in the case of the Maldives, what was no climate 

changes. He shows us his insight and with his honest enthusiasm there should be no 

doubt that he trusts his findings, and that the audience should do too. And also, he is 

showing trust and empathy towards the people he meets. He asks them questions on their 

living conditions and he wishes to hear their version. He gives an impression of trusting 

local lay knowledge too. By doing that I find him demystifying science, and by that 

making the science more understandable. 

 

Segment 6: 

The scientist with insight and critical reflection: John Christy tells the audience that he is 

counted for as a sceptic, and that his views do not necessarily represent the most common 

views on the debate. He does not want to hide that there are other scientists who oppose 

his views, and he leaves it up to the audience whether we trust him or not. He opens a 

“window of uncertainty” that might be seen as a suitable dramatising tool. There is a little 

hint of “science-in-the-making” and that the production of knowledge is a process where 

there might not be absolutes. And the statement can be regarded as honest, which in turn 

can be perceived as something trustworthy. But the window of uncertainty is not 

 



   

dominant; this is the only place in the film where the sceptics are drawn into some degree 

of doubt.  

 

By this segmentation I have tried to point out how the different segments can be 

perceived, and thereby how they serve to support the overall message, or argument, in 

“Doomsday called off”.  From the analysis I found that the film gives scientists a chance 

to bring forth their perspectives on the climate change issue, and that the film rely heavily 

on these testimonies. It is almost like a “public hearing”. The film is meant to give “the 

truth about global warming” by hearing the latest findings from the scientists, the experts. 

As seen in the analysis of the segments, the scientists are from a broad range of 

disciplines, and they all seem as trustworthy sources. To further investigate how the film 

has built this reliability I will in the following look more into some of the elements in the 

film and how the film argues. I will also compare my findings with the `modes´ and try to 

suggest which mode(s) “Doomsday called off” can be seen to relate to. 

 

4.3 The sound in “Doomsday called off” 

The film is not there to accuse anyone in the audience of being an environmental bully. 

On the contrary, the message seems rather soothing when saying that man is not to blame 

for global warming. This is, in my view, one of the important elements that might get the 

audience captivated. When being introduced to such a good friend saying, “it is not your 

fault”, I assume it is very likely the audience will stay tuned to know more. And this 

`good friend´ leading the audience along is the voice-over. The clear and authoritative 

voice-over is very early setting the stage for what this film is about, and what the film 

 



   

argues. Hence the voice-over has an important mission in the narration of the film, and in 

bringing facts forward. As a viewer you are held in the hand through the film by this 

voice-over. And the voice-over might be regarded as strengthening the impression of the 

scientists in the film as trustworthy. The voice-over helps the natural flow in the film, and 

provides an overview and navigation for the audience.  

When relating the film to Nichols modes, “Doomsday called off” can be seen to 

have many virtues from the expository mode of representation. As mentioned, the 

omniscient narrator is one of the most distinct features of the expository documentary, 

and the “voice-of-God” controls much of the film’s progress and rhetoric. And this is 

what we can call clear `rhetoric continuity´6; sound and image repeats and strengthens 

arguments (Sørensen, 2001, p. 271). In “Doomsday called off” pictures and voice-over 

are mutually enforcing the argumentation. The film’s omniscient narrator is settled very 

early when the voice-over opens the whole film by saying: “A number of internationally 

acclaimed climatologists say that it is too early to put mankind on trial”. The voice-over 

continues this argumentation when it states “IPCC has put man on trial”. “Doomsday 

called off” define very early that the U.N’s International Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) has one version where mankind is guilty, and the film presents another, where 

mankind is not guilty. The voice-over will lead us through the film and help us find those 

scientists that can argue against IPCC. By this trait, the film might seem to be on a quest 

for the “truth”. This search for answers might be regarded as contradicting the traditional 

track of the expository documentary mode. Still, what I find to be more distinct is how 

                                                 
6 Sørensen refer to this term based on findings from Matthew Bernstein. To quote 
Sørensen in Norwegian: ”retorisk kontinuitet”, der lyd og bilde gjensidig gjentar og 
forsterker argumentet. 

 



   

the film relies on a perspective saying, “There is a truth to be told”. And when arguing 

that the film holds this truth then it can be regarded as very much in the midst of the 

expository tradition. And this is an essential issue that I will return to in the discussion. 

 

4.4 Narration and rhetoric in “Doomsday called off” 

The filmmaker has made an obvious effort in the visual presentation. The filmed material 

is both very illustrative and aesthetically intriguing. For example, the viewer can see from 

the pictures from New York that our environment does not look very healthy. It rather 

looks quite polluted with all its cars and industrial fumes. Which might suit to point out 

that the film does not undermine the fact that we are living in more polluted 

environments? But what the experts in the film also say is that the pollution is not man-

made. By acknowledging that there is pollution it adds on to the impression that the film 

is not naïve, or unreliable, and that the filmmaker is not interested in arguing against 

pollution or climatic changes per se. There is a lot of information in “Doomsday called 

off”, but we are able to keep these matters straight because of the film’s clear form and 

stylistic repetitions. There is good rhythm within the editing as well, and the overall 

impression is solid. 

In this section I will discuss some rhetoric aspects in “Doomsday called off”. I 

found a few elements that brought on emotional engagement, or pathos that I wish to 

mention. Film has a unique ability to play on emotional strings to pass on knowledge. 

Such emotionally laded elements could be for example any personally related stories and 

emotionally loaded music or images. Personal stories can often be moving and touching 

upon “good feelings”. Another, strongly influential emotion that is commonly used in 

 



   

communication is fear. Fear could very easily be an important emotional element in films 

on climate change that predicts doomsday, and not calling it off. In the case of 

“Doomsday called off”, the film rather seemed to cool down any potential fears regarding 

the conditions of our environment. My first impression was that pathos is somehow 

missing in the film. The presentation seems simply stripped down and facts-oriented. 

Although, when looking more closely there are a few elements that might be regarded to 

affect emotions: One of them is that of amusement. It can be amusing to look into the 

different worlds of science and to have new doors of information opened. For example 

when the film showed how the glaciologists was drilling ice. Secondly, another element 

that might be regarded to be engaging is that the scientists themselves are very engaged. 

Their enthusiasm is almost overwhelming, and their attitudes may be regarded to hold an 

important persuasive effect. Another reaction, or emotion, was that of disbelief; is it 

really true what the film is saying? Are these scientists presenting results that might be 

accurate and non-biased – or are the scientists on the pay roll of any oil company..? This 

last point then might seem to threaten the trustworthiness of the film. By even 

considering the idea that a filmmaker, or its interviewees would the “paid-for” the whole 

concept of documentaries and documentary filmmaker is drawn into doubt. I have stated 

that a documentary film (maker) main ambition is to bring forth “the truth”. Their whole 

profession is at stake if they start jeopardizing their integrity. And film funding is an 

important part of the integrity issue. I will return to the importance of integrity in the 

discussion chapter. Though, as a comment to financing; quite a few people have 

questioned Mortensen if companies in the oil industry financed the film. He assured that 

it obviously was not so, and that all the scientists were peer reviewed and there was full 

 



   

openness about the financing of their research. Regarding financing of the film, 

Mortensen said that in addition to having financed 40 % of the films budget himself, the 

film was financed through presale to different television stations.  

 

When borrowing from the fiction genre the film form has a function of strengthening the 

content. But as mentioned, there is a balance where a filmmaker should watch out for a 

shift from content to form. In regards to “Doomsday called off” I find that the described 

elements are relatively “sober”. There are some graphical elements and a narration-

driving voice-over, but those techniques are not overriding the function of them; namely 

to serve the narration and illustrate the content. Scientific information is displayed very 

well; in both an informative and entertaining way. Obviously, there is a challenge to 

document research as it is, to quote Mortensen,  “usually just a researcher in his office”. 

Mortensen wanted to rather make the presentation more visually intriguing.  

 

4.5 Documentary on television; a change from Public Service to Public 

Entertainment? 

To strengthen the impression of credibility the screening arena is worth mentioning: 

“Doomsday called off” was screened at DR (Danmarks Radio) and NRK (Norsk 

Rikskringkasting). Both are National Public Service Broadcasters (PSB). These channels 

“deliver reliable and unbiased news, information and documentaries”7, and strive at being 

more independent than commercial channels. The channels have a strict commitment to 

journalistic integrity and editorial autonomy. Having your documentary broadcasted here 

                                                 
7 Description of Nordic PSB on www.dr.dk 

 



   

might be regarded as a “quality mark”, and as a token of recognition of your work as a 

filmmaker. 

Still, the policies of PBS channels might be regarded as different today than in the 

early days of television. And that these channels take part of what I mentioned as an 

increased focus on entertainment-television. The reality program “Hurtigruta” is an 

example from NRK of a program where the borders of entertainment and information 

have started to change. In an article on www.forskning.no, Professor at NTNU in 

Trondheim Bjørn Sørensen mentions how the “reality concept” might threaten TV-

journalism. Journalistic ideals as truth and relevance might be challenged by the fast and 

edited style of reality-TV8. Sørensen also mentioned another example from NRK:  

“Forbrukerinspektørene”. The program is initially is a pure information-oriented program 

(related to consumer issues) but according to Sørensen, this program has the character of 

infotainment with sketch-like reportages that creates drama or humour 9

(from http://www.forskning.no/Artikler/2005/desember/1134040626.87) 

The focus can be seen to have gradually shifted from television as a suitable arena 

for learning to an arena for entertainment. Though judging from the television program 

“Typisk norsk” (Typically Norwegian) it is possible to combine this two without 

reducing the learning effect. This program can be seen as very successful in providing 

knowledge of Norwegian language in an entertaining manner. I wish to relate the change 

                                                 
8 In Norwegian: Journalistiske idealer som sannhet og relevans kan bli utfordret av den 
kjappe og redigerte stilen til såkalt virkelighets-TV. 
 
9 Forbrukerinspektørene viser i følge Sørensen tendensen til infotainment, hvor 
sketsjlignende innslag brukes for å skape dramatikk eller humor i noe som i 
utgangspunktet er et rent informasjonsprogram.  
 

 

http://www.forskning.no
http://www.forskning.no/Artikler/2005/desember/1134040626.87


   

of communication style in television to the earlier mentioned changes in documentary 

modes or genre. Changes in how to communicate on television can also again be a factor 

that might affect how a filmmaker chooses to communicate in documentary. And also 

that the changes might in turn affect expectations among audiences – and as an extension 

of my research questions; are we able to gain knowledge without being entertained – and 

is it the entertaining abilities of “Doomsday called off” that explains the attention drawn 

to the film? I will leave these questions open for now and return to the issue in the 

discussion chapter.  

Based on my analysis so far I would like to suggest that the overall impression of 

the presentation of science in “Doomsday called off” is trustworthy. The information is 

presented in a manner that is traditionally well known as very reliable, the expository 

mode. With this structure the film resembles much of the traditional nature 

documentaries. By being associated with this film tradition it may strengthen the 

impression of being a reliable source for information on nature. Although, during my 

discussion I will point out other aspects that might seem to contradict this overall 

impression; is the trustworthiness somewhat just a first impression? Through information 

that occurred in the interview I found that there might be other implications and ways to 

understand the film.  

 

4.6 A Filmmakers Understanding of Science 

I chose to talk to Mortensen to gain access to his motivations for making the film and the 

choices that lies behind the finished film. 

Mortensen is very engaged in the climate change debate, and since he started 

 



   

investigating in the topic six-seven years ago, he has gathered a lot of information. Both 

from scientists he has spoken to, and also from related books and science papers on the 

topic. During the interview he talked enthusiastically about what he had learned on the 

climate change issue, and he was also arguing for the accuracy of statements in the film. 

This to some extent overshadowed much of the interview, leaving less space for 

discussions regarding his profession as a filmmaker. At first it seemed like he wished to 

defend why he made the film. And he said that if I already had made up my opinion about 

the film, and the conclusion of my investigation, there was nothing to gain from the 

interview. Obviously that was not my intention since I was still in the investigation 

process and the interview a part of my research. My personal opinion about the film was 

not really relevant, and my intentions were not to discuss the accuracy of the research, 

neither during the interview nor in this thesis. The interview was to gain more 

background knowledge on the how he worked and his perspectives on communicating 

science. And having established this, and then a confidence in my motives, we went 

ahead with the questions I had prepared.  

As mentioned, much of the interview circled around his views and knowledge on 

the climate change debate, and I think this is worth pointing out as the most interesting 

finding itself. This finding serves partly as an answer to the question of how he sees 

himself as a communicator: he is very passionate about the subject. It all started when he 

met the scientist Henrik Svensmark six-seven years ago, and Svensmark told Mortensen 

that there might be other explanations for the changes in temperature one earth than what 

we were accustomed to hear. From then on, Mortensen was engaged in telling the stories 

 



   

of those researchers that was not so often heard of. His engagement is a key to understand 

him as a filmmaker.  

I will return to more detail on Mortensen’s arguments for making “Doomsday 

called off” in the discussion chapter. As a finishing remark in this section I wish to 

mention that through the interview it somehow became clear that his intentions was not to 

make a film that might result in people being less environmentally friendly. Rather he 

wished to help broaden perspectives and bring in nuances through what can be called 

investigative journalism. Though, much of the response the film achieved in media after 

the screenings, in Denmark and Norway, reflected that others did not as enthusiastically 

welcome “Doomsday called off”. And as mentioned, I will go more into detail on why he 

decided to present the film in the manner he did. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

When studying the film I found several evidences to say that it is built up in a very 

trustworthy manner. But when looking closer, and especially when taking into account 

the response from scientists after the screening, there seems to be dispute over the 

accuracy of the film: The film fails in its attempt to convince scientists, and how can it’s 

arguments serve as a suitable source of science communication for the public? And what 

effect does if have on public engagement or scientific literacy? I will try to shed light on 

these questions in the following. 

 

5.1 Science, filmmaker and public 

In this section I aim at investigating the relationships between science, filmmaker and the 

public. As mentioned I wish to use the concept of script to look into the relationship 

between filmmaker and the public. But could this concept maybe also be used to look 

into the relationship between filmmaker and scientist as well? Any how, the film argues 

through the voices of scientists and there is an obvious faith in the scientists as a reliable 

spokesperson. The film (maker) regards the scientists as experts, the film is structured in 

such manner that it is dependent on them. I will now focus on what can be seen as the 

filmmakers view on the public. 

 

5.1.1 Knowledge level in the public 

 



   

During the analysis of the film, I suggested that “Doomsday called off” has several 

characteristics from expository documentary mode. The voice-over is central as an 

omniscient narrator, and the voice-over also has an important rhetoric function. I will 

now consider this mode of communication in light of Public understanding of science 

terminology. And when investigating this mode in relation to PUS I found a view on the 

public as similar to the public in the deficit model. Is it so that the film can be seen to 

have a view that correlates to a deficit model, and that the communication is based on 

top-down process where science is brought forth to an uninformed public? The deficit 

model entails a highly simplistic view on potential interactions between science and 

public. And as Maranta et al say, these approaches also “assume a sort of tabula rasa state 

of mind within the lay person” (Maranta et al, 2003, p. 153). They also refer to Hilgartner 

when saying that the scientist is granted a broad authority to determine which 

simplifications are “appropriate”.  

Rather than using the term `illiterate´, which is often the term used in PUS 

writings, I will refer to `knowledge level´ or `prior knowledge´ when investigating lay or 

publics levels of knowledge. It is not easy to tell from the film what kind of knowledge 

level the filmmaker takes into account. Though, in regards to all the focus in media and 

politics on the topic, I suggest that one could assume some basic level of public 

awareness on the issue. It would probably be to simplistic to state that they do not have 

any knowledge at all. Even if the public has not been actively searching for information 

on the climate change issue, I chose to assume that the public hold some tacit knowledge 

about the issue. Then how does the film relate to knowledge level, is it possible to see 

whether the film provide information that might be regarded to be in line with public 

 



   

level of knowledge? What level of knowledge does the film suggest the audience to 

have? I will try to answer these questions by investigating what kind of audience the film 

addresses, and what level of knowledge that can be said to be inscriptions in the film.  

 

5.2 Public in need of Certainty? 

I would like to suggest that the high degree of uncertainty related to the climate change 

topic has impact on knowledge levels amongst public. Since scientific research is broad 

and findings points in many directions, scientific consensus has not yet been established. 

Due to this uncertainty the public might hesitate to make their opinions on the topic. The 

public can be seen to be in need of reliable information, someone to “tell the truth”. If 

that is the case, “Doomsday called of” might be a soothing experience; the film tells you 

that there is no reason to worry, and any uncertainties are called off, just as any 

doomsday predictions is called off. By reducing uncertainty, the film provides some 

answers in a situation where there is a need for just that; it might seem to be some sort of 

a relief that the uncertainties finally has come to an end. If it is so that the film holds an 

inscription of the public as “being in need for certainty” then it can be regarded as a good 

move to present only the sceptics and presenting science as certain. By doing that the film 

divert the audience from more confrontations with opposing views; hence the conflict 

among scientists and the controversies that lies therein is calmed down in line with the 

calming down of uncertainties. Then I wish to question if this “certainty-strategy” applies 

to audiences with more knowledge on the topic? The article “Knowledge, Ignorance and 

Popular culture” by Sheldon Ungar, argues that research on knowledge gap hypothesis 

reveals that prior knowledge in an area is critical to understand and assimilate new 

 



   

information in that area (Ungar, 2000, p. 299). This point of view argues therefore that 

prior knowledge would be essential to understanding the film. But at the same time; I 

would say that there are reasons to believe that audiences with prior knowledge also 

would know that the climate change debate is much more complex than the presentation 

in “Doomsday called off” and that the film to some extent simplifies the whole topic. By 

choosing a presentation of “science as certain” as we see it in “Doomsday called off” I 

would like to suggest that there are two potential outcomes in audience response from 

seeing the film; either response a) accept and relief; “finally, now it is possible to 

understand this intricate issue”. Or response b) astonishment and disbelief; “is it really 

true, this does not correspond with what I heard from other sources?!”. In both cases, 

responses rely heavily on the film and its creator. Both responses require audiences to 

reflect if they can rely on the information in the film, which brings me over to issues of 

trust. 

 

5.3 Film as more trustworthy if revealing the construction of scientific facts? 

So far I have pointed out some aspects that serves as “truth proofs”; trustworthy 

screening arena, reliable expert statements and convincing rhetoric, all wrapped up in the 

expository mode of representation. With its convincing argumentation the expository 

mode creates an impression that there are no reasons to doubt the scientists. But also just 

because of the expository form audiences are not exposed to any indications of the 

processes behind the finished film. The expository mode brings on information in a way 

where the presentation seems trustworthy and from the chosen angle it seems very certain 

that climate change is not man-made. But this angle is only one of the angles the 

 



   

filmmaker could choose from. How did the filmmaker choose this over others? How was 

the process from research to finished film? When asking for the processes I touch upon 

an essential question in regards to social constructivist theory. Although science 

production and film production have some fundamental differences I still find the 

construction of facts important in this context. “Doomsday called off” could have taken 

so many turns; by presenting other scientists it would give a broader picture of the whole 

debate. And by asking questions instead of providing answers there would be a different 

dynamic between filmmaker and audience. The outcome in the hands of the filmmaker 

and then the processes leading up to their chosen angle is what I would regard as defining 

how the film will eventually turn out – and not least the success of a film as a reliable 

information source.  

Several studies have been conducted to understand scientific method or “science-

in –the-making”. I would briefly like to mention the French sociologist of science Bruno 

Latour. Along with Steven Woolgar he studied the scientific activity in a laboratory, and 

their studies was based on the view that scientific activity could be regarded as a system 

of beliefs, oral traditions and culturally specific practices. And as stated in the 

introduction of the book, “One of their main points is that the social world cannot exist 

on one side and the scientific world on the other because the scientific realm is merely the 

end result of many other operations that are in the social realm. (Shapin & Woolgar, 

1986, p. 13). Hence, even “pure” natural science can be regarded as highly influenced by 

cultural praxis. And although there are as mentioned fundamental differences, I will point 

out an aspect that scientist and filmmaker to some extent share; a similar working routine 

or praxis. Both scientist and filmmaker are gathering information, testing the information 

 



   

and then publishing the findings. When studying science from a social constructive 

perspective, the actual construction of knowledge is important. Then how does the 

filmmaker (scientist) construct what we see as “true” in the film? In “Doomsday called 

off” we do not see the filmmaker’s working routines. Though there is a film mode that 

has the ability of doing just that: The reflexive mode. This mode’s way of presenting 

findings takes much more the “constructions of facts” into account: Primarily through 

meta perspectives where the film and its maker becomes visible. Meta style can both be 

used as narrative tool, and also to help the audience to see how knowledge is produced, 

and the potential influences on a filmmaker. And so the mode questions the media’s 

potential to represent reality. If “Doomsday called off” would show more of the 

knowledge production and the filmmaking itself; would that add on as qualities to 

increase trust? And then reduce the potential response of disbelief in the audience?  

Michael Moore films, such as “Roger and me” and “Bowling for Columbine” can 

be seen as examples of reflexive documentaries. We see him investigating, trying to get 

access to corporate leaders, and the audience become aware of the whole process. But 

what Moore also does is to combine this with a voice-over that much resembles that of 

the expository mode. Both the voice-over and the reflexivity helps drive the narration and 

can be regarded as dramatising effects. These two modes together help in what I would 

call “trust-establishing”; from the reflexive mode there is a notion of honesty. The 

omniscient narrator provides the authority. Related to “Doomsday called off”; would 

such a mix of genres serve as a better way to both remain authoritative and at the same 

time provide more information on the knowledge making process? I will leave this 

question open, but still there is one aspect that I wish to point out in relation to 

 



   

“legitimising” expository mode in “Doomsday called off”. That is if one regards 

“Doomsday called off” in the tradition of `nature documentaries´. In the realm of the 

Second World War, and the introduction of television, audiences were amazed by the 

nature documentaries of the Swedish filmmaker Arne Sucksdorff. And then, from the 

1970s, the mentioned nature documentaries on BBC were introduced. In these traditional 

BBC documentaries the expository mode is a very common structure. And when relating 

“Doomsday called off” to this tradition, the authoritative style might be said to suit the 

climate change topic better than a self-reflexive style. Audiences are accustomed to being 

presented to nature and wildlife through the David Attenborough-way. And rather than 

being didactic those documentaries might serve to give audience a nostalgic recollection 

of the classical Public Broadcast Service television. And a common public perception 

could be like “We have no other means to come so close to the magic and wonders of 

nature and wildlife than to be taken there by than a BBC film crew”. Though, what I wish 

to mention as an interesting distinction between a traditional nature documentary and 

“Doomsday called off” is the level of political relevance. The former had traditionally 

“entertainment and learning about nature” as its core mission. Whilst “Doomsday called 

off” can be said to touch upon highly politically relevant area. The film is already in the 

opening section questioning the work of IPCC, hence indicating that it will move in 

political spheres. 

 

5.4 Having no political agenda does not exclude political impact 

Lars Mortensen said that he does not have any political agenda with his film. The film is, 

according to Mortensen “scientifically correct, but politically incorrect”. His aim was to 

 



   

puncture myths created by media, and make the debate more nuanced.  “Doomsday 

called off” does not explicitly give any indications whether or not we should reduce 

pollution and levels of CO2. But still, the point of interest is precisely human actions; 

whether or not man is responsible for the changes in climate. Implicitly, what the film 

says is that there is nothing for us to worry about. One could even say that the film argues 

that “human actions are not responsible for global warming, and it does not really matter 

if I strive towards reduction of CO2 levels”. If one chooses to read the film in such a 

manner, it would be quite soothing for anyone driving high-cost, gas intensive cars, and 

an easy way to keep up business as usual. Hence, information in the film might have 

consequences for the choices we all make, and the film therefore has an inherent political 

importance. Not having political motivation does not necessarily reduce the political 

impact a film might have. The film and its arguments could come in handy for politicians 

who disagree with environmental policies that go against IPCC and the Kyoto agreement. 

And if the film makes itself heard then financing international research on climate change 

could also be faced with difficulties. Still, the filmmaker does not want to say that we 

should stop being friendly to the environment. What he argues is that as long as science is 

not able to prove that human actions are causing “doomsday”, one should not start 

screaming that doomsday is approaching because of human actions. As Mortensen 

argues; we have seen global warming for more than 100 years, but it seems likely that the 

main part of this warming is natural. Mortensen says that he does not want to look for 

sensation and use fear as a means to communicate – as, according to him, many 

journalists tend to do. Instead he wishes to give the public an opportunity to think for 

themselves and to provide a tool to understand, instead of dooming humans as guilty 

 



   

when there still remains doubt. “By giving people as much information as possible, they 

become much better in making their own opinion”10. 

 

The filmmaker had no political intentions with his film, other than informing. Though, 

Mortensen said (in the interview) that he would prefer if all the money spent in IPCC, 

and all the income from CO2-taxes, be used in research on alternative energy sources. 

“Instead of preventing CO2 waste, spend money on pollution-free cars and clean water”. 

Which might be regarded as an important argument – and as I said to Mortensen, this 

argumentation could be the more politically correct film to make; a film saying, “Spend 

money on alternative energy sources and alternatives to CO2 rather than spending money 

on political fight over how to reduce CO2”. But as Mortensen replied; he would not make 

that kind of films. He would rather like scientists to bring forth their deep insights and tell 

stories as close to reality as possible11. And as Mortensen said there are several truths 

related to the topic. He wished to give voice to those who weren’t so often heard, and 

through the research in the film Mortensen is given the opportunity to provide that side of 

the story, that `one truth´. This statement is somewhat a turning point in this whole 

discussion. And it brings me on to reflect on the notion of truth and not least the role of 

the filmmaker as a “provider of truth”. So far I have looked into the degree of “trust in 

it’s reality representation” based on the product; the film. Now I will refer to trust in 

relation to the filmmaker. By his intention of providing `one truth´ he recognises the fact 

that there are opposing views and science pointing in different directions. Then “one 

                                                 
10 In Danish/Norwegian: ”Hvis mennesket får så mye informasjon som mulig blir de 
bedre til å danne sin egen mening”. 
11 In Danish/Norwegian: “fortelle historier så tett på sannheten som mulig”. 

 



   

truth” can be regarded as troublesome because this implies that there are “competing 

truths”. How does the filmmaker and “Doomsday called off” help an audience understand 

science when there is competition over truths and the film only show one of the parties in 

the competition? I will look into this question by now discussing the different grounds for 

trust that the film moves within. 

 

5.5 “Doomsday called off” as a contribution among many others in the debate 

If “Doomsday called off” is supposed to serve as “one truth” alongside other truths, then 

the film can be seen in conjunction with other contributions in the debate as well. Then 

there is an underlying assumption saying that different arguments, and then “one-truths”, 

altogether help creating a diverse picture of the debate for the audience. If that is the case, 

then it requires an audience to have access to a broad range of films and that the sum of 

the films establishes a more nuanced picture. Though, as Dorothy Nelkin pointed out; 

“Many voices taken together often evoke uncertainty whether intentional or not” (Nelkin, 

1995, p. 119)  And then I would like to again refer to the films relations to uncertainty; 

“Doomsday called off” can be seen to have reduced uncertainty because of the reduction 

of voices and opposing views. But when relating the film as one contribution of many, 

then, according to Nelkin’s argument, the sum of the films might in turn give the 

impression of uncertainty. So how can all these “truth-claims” that are not consistent 

provide the truth? Not only are their truth claims then become problematic, but also the 

competing claims might be regarded as adding a degree of uncertainty.  

And so, when relating “Doomsday called off” as a part of a discourse of films 

(and journalistic accounts) one can argue that the films individual certainty claims are 

 



   

reduced to uncertain arguments.  Hence the whole fundament of the film can be seen as 

under attack and in need of renegotiation. All the aspects that I so far have pointed out as 

the ones that ensures trustworthiness in “Doomsday called off” would loose grounds as 

trustworthy, and I will suggest that they are reduced to what may be regarded as 

statements in a quarrel. And I would assume that this would yield other criteria for what 

would make the film seem trustworthy. Such criteria might be that a film should present a 

broad picture, instead of a narrow presentation as “Doomsday called off”. And that a film 

presenting opposing views might seem less alleging and hold a higher degree of 

reflexivity. And reflexivity is maybe not an asset, but more of a prerequisite to be able to 

even enter debates. Films with a higher degree of diversity, rather than single-sided 

presentation as in “Doomsday called off”, might be the “winners” in the battle over 

public trust. What I wished to point out by this is that the films function has a high degree 

of relevance when choosing film form. If comparing “Doomsday called off” with nature 

films, then the function could be seen as to express, record, reveal or preserve12. And so 

the expository mode serves it purpose; it would be understandable if the filmmaker 

anticipates that the audience accepts film to speak with such authority. Though when the 

film is to be regarded more of a contribution in the debate alongside other critically 

investing accounts, then the function can be more related to analyzing or interrogating. 

And then the expository mode is no longer an obvious choice. This brings me over to 

again looking more into the praxis, or choices, of a filmmaker. And leave further 

discussions over criteria for films trustworthiness.  

 

                                                 
12 The terms refers to a Renovs descriptions of a documementary films functions, as 
described in the theoretical framwork, chapter 3 

 



   

5.6 Filmmakers as “true” accounts 

I would like to draw a parallel from writings of Steven Shapin. In his book “Social 

history of truth” he studies the seventeenth century natural philosophers to reveal how 

cultural practices matters in the making of factual knowledge. In the introduction of the 

book Shapin refer to truth from a notion where there is a social-historical story to be told 

and “the notion of truth can point to `what the world is like´ and therefore to the culture 

that corresponds to it” (Shapin, 1994, p. 4). His studies showed how the cultural practices 

attending the English gentleman fit him for the role as a reliable spokesman for reality. I 

think a similar field study of the filmmaker would be very interesting, and by that look 

for the “gentleman” in documentary filmmaking. Though I will have to leave that as a 

suggestion for further studies, and for now rather briefly outline what I think could be 

important virtues in a filmmaker when trying to identify how a filmmaker appears as 

reliable. And then I have chosen integrity is a key word. In short I will mention some 

ways of revealing if integrity criteria are fulfilled: 

- How is the film financed? 

- Is there hidden personal or political agendas? 

- What is the motivation for making the film? 

- What kind of reputation does the filmmaker have?  

Regarding the abovementioned issues Mortensen can be said to have his integrity intact, 

although with one question mark; his motivation. Is it not so that “Doomsday called off” 

says that the other scientists are wrong? And so, if we were to stop listening to scientists 

who say, “Reduce CO2”, then consequences are enormous. Both in regards to future 

research on climate changes and policies on climate issues. Though, as I understand 

 



   

Mortensen, his motivation is to let all parties enter the debate, also those scientists with 

“politically incorrect” research. When Mortensen is motivated by a concern for freedom 

of speech where “every voice is to be heard” he can be regarded as having a highly 

respectable motive, and an important function as a journalist. But the problem is that if 

what he tells us is taken into account and it turns out that his statements are wrong then 

the consequences are so much greater, and more dangerous, that if having listened to the 

scientists urging us to stop CO2 waste.  

Among the qualities Shapin mentions is how the gentleman had the ability to 

separate certain and uncertain testimonial sources. And sources become a key word for 

me to follow. Any science communicator or filmmaker is dependent on their sources. 

And Mortensen and Lomborg’s selection of sources is what might be regarded as their 

“heel of Achilles”. Their choice of sources and spokespersons for science is different than 

the mainstream. So when choosing minority scientists as spokesperson, can we trust that 

Mortensen has chosen sources as “a gentleman”? This thesis does not aim at providing 

answers to this question, but what will be relevant is to look into how audiences should 

relate to this. How do public separate “true from false accounts”? Again I wish to refer to 

Steven Shapin and his article “Why the audience should understand science-in-the-

making” from the PUS-journal. He suggests that “citizens of democratic societies should 

be made aware that no single scientist knows all of the knowledge that belongs to his or 

her field”. And also “the likelihood that what is pronounced as true today may, without 

culpability, be judged wrong tomorrow” (Shapin, 1992 p. 28). From this I would like to 

suggest that the filmmaker has a responsibility in showing a degree of uncertainty in 

science; show a version of the scientist other than “playing god”. By a presentation of the 

 



   

scientist as we see it in “Doomsday called off” the scientist is portrayed as “arbiter of 

truth” – with reference to Nelkin’s terms as I outlined them in the theoretical chapter. The 

film display what might seem to be an unquestionable faith in the scientist; the expert. 

And all the talking heads in “Doomsday called off” are scientists, and presented as 

experts. Though when we see them doing their research, we can very well defend the 

film’s presentation by saying that the doors to the laboratory is somewhat opened. And 

thereby say that it somewhat displays these scientists knowledge making processes, both 

in the field (as in the Maldives and on Greenland), and in the research office (as at 

Harvard). But still, it is very little focus on their science as embedded or contingent. They 

are displayed as if they posses what Shapin refers to as “magic wands”. Their research, as 

we can see for ourselves that seems very trustworthy, provides answers. And their 

findings are not questioned. They used their magic wands and “here we can see the 

results”. Then what when we hear of other contrasting findings? Shapin says that when 

“having been told that scientists posses a magic wand, the public may well react with 

cynicism or disillusionment to such entirely normal displays of contingency and 

uncertainty” (Shapin, 1992, p. 28). And in whose interest is that, Shapin asks? When 

magicians or gods turn out to be human they can be met with great disappointments and 

even anger.  

 To end this discussion I wish to take a step back and refer to the praxis of the 

filmmaker, in combination with the latter discussion. Both the scientist and the filmmaker 

are influenced by culture. Their constructions should be related to the context in which 

they are created. With reference to Shapin; although a scientist and a filmmaker can be a 

“gentleman” and conduct their research with manners that serves as the most trustworthy 

 



   

and intentions being honest their findings are not absolute. As long as scientist can be 

said to not be arbiter of truth, neither can the filmmaker when his argumentation heavily 

relies on the scientists’ statements. There are aspects that affect scientist and filmmaker, 

and on top of that, the perceived communication differs from each of the individuals in 

the public. To illustrate my point I have suggested a model where these different levels of 

interpretations and variations are illustrated. In addition to scientists’ interpretations of 

nature, then media interpret scientific findings, and then in the third phase there are 

different interpretations among public. As I have tried to point out in the model there is a 

certain distance from “nature” to public due to the different interpretations in the 

communication process. And “truth” has gone through several layers before it reaches the 

public. 

 

Different levels of interpretations in the communication process. 

 

5.7 Public understanding or engagement  

Now I have outlined some relations to the audience and looked into what I could learn of 

the “anticipated audience” by suggesting inscriptions by the filmmaker. As mentioned 

there are different ways of relating to existing knowledge among the audiences. I 

 



   

suggested that prior knowledge can be seen as a prerequisite to being able to understand 

the film in relation to its context. But at the same time, a public that already have prior 

knowledge on the topic might have difficulties of accepting the presentation in 

“Doomsday called off”. They might regard it as to single-sided. By this I touch upon how 

a film can reach out to an audience with different predispositions. In addition to the 

`uninformed´ lay public and the more `informed´, interested public Burns et al point out 

the importance of reaching out to the `specialist´ or attentive public as well. I suggest that 

scientists might be seen to belong to this last group of publics, those who know. And, 

judging from what I discovered when looking for response in media and websites, quite a 

few scientists saw “Doomsday called off”. And some of the response came from 

scientists that agreed to the arguments in the film; those who themselves may be regarded 

as `sceptics´. But there was also response from a lot of scientists who disagreed to the 

findings in the film. Many of the webloggs and debate forums the discussions were 

tempered, and the debaters were very engaged. But most of the debaters, and also the 

persons that contributed in newspapers and journals, are people with a level of knowledge 

in the field that highly precedes common knowledge. There are probably a few of the lay 

publics who had strong opinions about the film too, but did not necessarily express their 

opinions on the internet or in a news paper article. But anyhow, judging from the 

response I found, I would say the film succeeded in engaging the public. And following 

from a PUS standpoint; engagement is what science communication endeavour. 

Although, I would like to question the kind f engagement “Doomsday called off” created. 

Much of the engagement is related to what some scientists claim to be inaccuracy of the 

scientific results. There are scientists who disagree with the film and say that scientific 

 



   

findings in the film are false. Then again, there are others scientists who defend findings 

in the film. There is a dispute over accuracy on the information. And rather than being a 

“true”, or at least broad, representation of reality the film engenders new questions rather 

than answers. But is that necessarily a “bad thing”? Maybe the strategy from Mortensen 

of presenting “one truth” resulted in a possibility for questioning all kinds of “truths”? 

And that such questioning is important to prevent publics to accept “everything they 

hear”? I have not tempted to answer this question in this thesis, but I find it as a very 

relevant aspect when looking into both how to communicate science and how publics can 

understand communicated science. I find it relevant for all parties in the communication 

process: First of all seen from the scientist; in accordance to a science-in-the-making and 

social construction theories their science is not neutral, and there are several factors to 

take into account in their knowledge making process. Then in the next phase, seen from 

the filmmaker; although their findings are based on expert statements it does not 

necessarily mean that what the science tells them is the “truth”. A filmmaker should be 

wary of presenting scientists as gods, and maybe also stand clear of presenting 

information in the “voice-of-God mode”? Then finally the audience or public; they can 

very well question a film as “Doomsday called off”. And maybe when seeing a film with 

such didactic style the “alarm could go off” and it should be legitimate to expect more 

nuanced information. A film as “Doomsday called off” can therefore be seen to require 

more active response from the audience; they need to be analytical and understand the 

film from other premises than those provided by the filmmaker. And maybe this kind of 

response is the kind of engagement a film should provoke in order to create engagement? 

Well if that is the case, then it again would be necessary to reconsider the films function, 

 



   

and if the film is meant to promote a certain perspective I would argue that the audience 

need to be told this, and I find the film has a responsibility in communicating its 

intentions. 

 

5.8 Science engaging public 

I touched upon what kind of engagement the film can be seen to have created, and have 

not aimed at drawing any conclusions. But to round of the discussion, I would like to 

suggest one important aspect related to engagement. And that is how engagement and 

noise can be associated. As mentioned there is a challenge to be heard through the rising 

clamour; both in regards to the massive amount of expertise on green issues, as pointed 

out by Lash et al (in chapter 3), and also because of the massive amount of information in 

the “information society”, and media in particular. As mentioned, entertainment 

programs were screened alongside “Doomsday called off” and the audience had to chose 

which was most appealing. Then, as `understanding´ in PUS has developed towards 

`engagement´ in PES, has media moved in the same direction? Is it so that television has 

moved from a form of communication where `learning´ was engaging in the PBS 

tradition, to a communication today where entertainment is a must? And then, are 

entertaining documentary films the ones that succeed in cutting through the noise? I did 

not aim at defining what “an engaging film” is. But still, I propose that to be able to for 

cut through noise a film needs some sort of attraction. What initially amazed the 

audiences when they saw "Train arrival in the station of La Ciotat", by the Lumiere 

brothers in 1895, was the moving image. When the audience saw the train arriving in the 

cinema some of them actually fled; the attraction was enorm. Audiences of today might 

 



   

be regarded as blasé; we are used to the moving image, and we are in need of other kinds 

of attractions to win our attention. And so, to attract, and cut through the noise I would 

propose that content or form must differ from what we have seen before. Otherwise the 

audience will zap past to another TV program. In “Doomsday called off” the scientific 

claims can be regarded as provoking and engaging, and hence the content can be 

regarded as drawing attention. But one could say that the film form is quite remarkable as 

well; the voice-of-God narration could be regarded as not at all in coherence with the 

uncertainties of the matter the films deals with. So both the film form and what it 

postulates is in its context quite significant. One could compare attraction with 

`newsworthiness´.  And not least, the topic of the film holds high political relevance and 

the film might help to draw attention to the topic up in public forums. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

In this thesis my empirical findings was primarily based on investigations of the film 

“Doomsday called off” as a case. And then an interview with the filmmaker Lars 

Mortensen helped me in attaining additionally more information about choices that lies 

behind a finished film. By combining studies of the film and information from the 

filmmaker I have illuminated some aspects of how documentary film can be an arena for 

science communication. And then related this to relevant theories in the STS field, and 

more specifically the Public understanding of science (PUS) approach. My studies of the 

public, or also the audience of “Doomsday called off” were not done through neither 

qualitative nor quantitative methods; rather I chose to study the public what could be 

regarded as an `anticipated audience´. Through the concept of script I studied the 

`inscriptions´ from the filmmaker, and I found reasons to propose that the `anticipated 

audience´ has great confidence in the scientist, and that the scientists is regarded as 

important in their roles as experts. I draw these `inscriptions´ of the public from looking 

at the whole structure of the film:  “Doomsday called off” can be said to be built up 

solely around the expert. From what I have found, the film relies on the expert in all its 

different components. First of all, the expert is essential in the film form; through the 

expository mode the film is built around “talking heads” and expert statements. And these 

experts are, in cooperation with the voice-over, bringing the argumentation forth. Then, 

with their persuasive capacities, the experts can be seen to what serve the purpose of 

winning the audience over. So in sum, this anticipation of the audience may somewhat 

seem to correspond with the view the filmmaker hold; namely that scientists are 

 



   

trustworthy sources and reliable as experts. If this turns out to not be the case, and that 

publics do not share this view on the scientist then there can be regarded as a discrepancy 

between the filmmakers understanding of scientist and the public understanding of 

scientist. And then the film can be seen to loose ground as a firm argument, and the film 

does not have the same impact. And then, the argumentation in the film can be regarded 

as less well-funded. And if that is the situation, then the film may also loose ground in the 

competition of attention among other films and journalistic account.  

Though from what I could tell when looking at the response in media there does 

not seem to be problematic that the film is utterly based on statements from scientists. As 

far as I could tell, none of the articles disapproved that the arguments were brought forth 

from scientists. And judging from this I would like to suggest that it seems to be 

acceptable that the scientists precede as “the ones with the answers”. That the scientist is 

the expert in which lay people can trust, and not least learn from. Though what has been 

problematic, and created a high degree of disputes and engagement was that of the 

trustworthiness of these accounts. The response can be summed up by saying; “we have 

no problems of relying on scientists, although, not these scientists” The problem lies in 

the fact that these scientists are criticized by many. And when the accuracy of their 

findings is questioned, then these scientists are moving towards the edge of being 

regarded as false accounts. Then it would be interesting to ask the filmmaker; why did 

you choose these scientists? And the answer I got from the filmmaker was that he wished 

to present “one truth”. And this explains why he chose those sources and the narrow 

angle. But yet; by then implicitly saying that there are several truths, the filmmaker 

acknowledges that his film’s truth claim might be just one of many. Hence reduce the 

 



   

impact of his film’s truth claim. Although, when the film argue that its presentation is 

true, and by that agitate other researchers, the film makes it self heard. In stead of 

drowning in the noise from other media accounts, this film has provoked a lot of people 

and made audiences reflect upon the issue. And then, if provocation can be seen as a 

means to keep debate and engagement up, then the film might have succeeded in 

contributing to science communication after all? This is one of the questions that came as 

a result of my investigation. And my discussion opened up for many questions that this 

thesis does not provide any answers for. Though, what I hope my studies help 

illuminating is that presenting science on controversial and complex issues, such as 

climate change, is both challenging, and not least important. And I also wished to 

question the view of the scientists in media; as I have discussed, outcome of scientific 

activity may very well be uncertainty, and one can say that in issues where there are 

many factors influencing the outcome of scientific findings uncertainties are present. 

Then when scientists are presented as the ones who hold “the truth” and that their 

scientific findings are certain, then it is interesting to ask if scientific findings or “truths” 

as in “Doomsday called off” may be questioned just as much as the truth claims from 

prophets of doom. 
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APPENDIX A: 
 
 
INTERVIEW GUIDE, for the interview in Copenhagen, 24th February 2006 
Spørsmål til  Lars Mortensen i anledning ”Doomsday called off”: 
 
1.  TEMAET / Theme 
A Hvordan ble du engasjert i temaet, og hvordan ble idéen til filmen til?  
B. Hva ønsker du med filmen; er det et politisk innspill? Er det formidling av vitenskap? 
Er vitenskap politisk? 
C. Hvordan jobbet du for å utvikle idéen og velge ut de som skulle delta i den?  
 
2. FORSKNING / Reserch(ers) 
A. Hvordan kom du frem til akkurat de forskerne? Hvorfor valgte du dem?  
B. Vurderte du noen gang å inkludere andre forskere som ville motargumentert de 
forskerne som er med i filmen? Hvorfor/hvorfor ikke? 
C. Hvordan fungerte samarbeidet med forskerne i filmen, satte de pris på ditt bidrag til å 
fremstille deres side av saken? 
D. Ønsket forskerne å se filmen før den ble sendt, og var det eventuelt noen diskusjoner 
om innholdet? 
E. I filmen får vi se ulike forskere og deres resultater. Forskningsresultatene vi får 
kjennskap til er en blanding av forskning basert på observasjoner (f.eks Nils-Axel 
Mörner) og annen forskning fremstilt gjennom tall-/statistikk- fremstillinger (f.eks Dr. 
David Legates). Har du gjort dette bevisst at det var noe for ”enhver smak” og å få 
forskningen mer forståelig for flere? 
 
3. Å LAGE DOKUMENTARFILMEN  
A. Hvilke teknikker bruker du når du jobber, hva er viktig for deg når du skaper en 
dokumentarfilm? 
B. Ble vinklingen endret underveis i prosessen? 
C. Valg av opptakssteder – hva lå til grunn? Ønsket du noe spesielt? 
D. Hvor vil du plassere deg i forhold til dokumentar-tradisjonen (og plassering av filmen 
i forhold til dokumentargenre) 
E. Noe av teoriene i filmen ble tilbakevist (John Cristys temperaturmålinger) etter at du 
hadde laget ferdig filmen; ville du laget samme film dersom dette hadde kommet frem 
tidligere? 
E. Hva betyr "sannhet" for deg - i hvilken grad er det viktig å fremstille noe "så sant som 
mulig"? Og hvordan gjør du i så fall det; hvilke teknikker tar du i bruk i filmene for å 
fremstille noe som sant? Er sannhet forbundet med objektivitet? Er det et ønske å 
fremstille noe så objektivt som mulig, eller heller ta et standpunkt/"velge side"? Gjerne 
også generelle betraktninger om hvordan du forholder deg til ditt virke som formidler, og 
hvordan du som filmskaper er en som kan si noe som et publikum vil oppleve som sant. 
E. Det jeg syntes var spesielt interessant med "Avlys dommedag" er at den har en annen 
fremstilling av klimadebatten og herunder forskning, enn mye annet som kommer frem i 
media. Samt at den jo også kan sies å fremstille kun den ene siden av diskusjonen, og at 
andre forskere og kilder i klima-debatten var utelatt. Du har uttalt i media at du er lei av 

 



   

dommedagsprofetier og ensidig fokus i klimaforskningsdebatten. Men du velger også et 
fokus og tydelige headlines – hvordan/hvorfor har du valgt det fremfor å fortelle flere 
sider av saken? 
F. Hvordan er filmen finansiert? 
 
 
4. PUBLIKUM OG RESPONS / Audience and response 
A. Hvor viktig var det for deg at publikum skulle forstå all forskningen filmen referte til 
– tok du ut noe som var for ”scientific”?  
B. Hvem ønsket du å treffe, ønsket du å treffe mange? 
C. Hvilket syn har du på seeren – regner du med at publikum har kjennskap til emnet? 
D. Jeg ser av linker på internett at det ble debatt i Danmark etter visning. Jeg vil gjerne 
høre mer om disse debattene, og gjerne hvilke tilbakemeldinger du har fått. Hvem har 
deltatt i diskusjonene (i hovedsak forskere?) 
E. Seertallene ? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



   

 
APPENDIX B: 
 
Background information: 
Response on Internet (webloggs, debate sites and online media) 
 
The film should not have been shown in such a reliable information channel as NRK: 
This response came from Director of Cicero Center for International Climate and 
Environmental Research-Oslo., Pål Prestrud on the web site of Cicero, This is part of one 
of the more interesting debates that took place after the Norwegian screening. 
(http://www.cicero.uio.no/webnews.asp?id=10572&lang=en ). Here both Mortensen and 
Director of Cicero, Pål Prestrud, has contributed. It started with Prestruds critique of why 
this film was allowed to be screened on NRK, published 16th November 2005. Then 
Mortensen replied 24th November, defending the accuracy and importance of the film. 
Then Prestrud continues to criticize the whole scientific fundament of the film, on the 
29th of November. 
There was also an article in Teknisk Ukeblad: 
(http://www.tu.no/nyheter/miljo/article31009.ece). The article describes the film briefly, 
and encourages readers who wish to “have balance in the accounts”13 to look for more 
information on the IPCC homepage.  
 
 In Denmark there were several responses, and the first one I found was on the 
Danish web page Bærekraftig utvikling critisized the film on the 01st of December 2004, 
after the first screening on DR. (http://www.bu.dk/pages/655.asp). In this article several 
critics give their comments on what they say is scientific inaccurate. Then again, 
Bærekraftig Utvikling referred to the editorial in the Danish national paper Berlingske 
Tidene from the 3rd of December 2004. And that editorial embraces the film and stating 
that ”Det er ikke hver dag, de elektroniske medier beriger os med nye, udogmatiske 
indgange til forhold, vi har lært at tage for givet” http://www.bu.dk/pages/653.asp )  

 
On the 7th of December 2004, there is an article in Jyllands Posten, written by the 

biologist Kåre Fog. Fog criticizes the film for saying that the research is internationally 
acclaimed. He claims that it is just a few researchers who share Mortensen´s viewpoint. 
According to Fog the film might confuse the audience into believing that the research 
findings shown represent a view among the majority of researchers. 

 
 
On the webpage www.ingeniøren.dk there is a discussion forum, and there the 

debate about the film startet the day after the screening (2nd of December 2004) and 
continued for weeks (until the 3rd of January 2005) with different views on the film. Most 
of them criticizing the research findings in the film. 

                                                 
13 The text is written in Norwegian: Vil du ha balanse i regnskapet, kan det være greit å 
gå på http://www.ipcc.ch/index.html
 

 

http://www.cicero.uio.no/webnews.asp?id=10572&lang=en
http://www.tu.no/nyheter/miljo/article31009.ece
http://www.bu.dk/pages/655.asp
http://www.bu.dk/pages/653.asp
http://www.ingeni%C3%B8ren.dk
http://www.ipcc.ch/index.html


   

(http://debat.ing.dk/topic/?tid=36375). But some of the statements in the debate support 
Mortensen´s critical eye on the IPCC and agrees to the need of a more nuanced debate. 

 
Of other debates I would like to mention is the following: 
http://debat.tv2.dk/vejret/message.jsp?thread=67564&message=349895 : On this 

debate site, there was much the same as on Ingeniøren, arguing back and forth on the 
accuracy of the research. I would like to point out the debater who says that there is need 
of more nuances in “Doomsday called off”, the film should be balanced by statements 
from some IPCC-representative.  Another response was that it was a good thing that there 
was no “oh my God” in the film.  
 

http://miljodebat.dk/viewtopic.php?t=302: Who is the researcher on the Maldives, 
Mörner, a fraud? 

http://www.uriasposten.net/index.php?p=1624
 
http://mex.dk/dk/nyhedsbrev.asp?nyhedsbrev_id=1159: 
The web page of the Danish Ministry of Environment (Miljøministeriet) wrote the 

following: 
1. december 2004 - Klima: Danmarks Radio udsender i aften programmet 

”Dommedag aflyst”. Ifølge programmet er mennesket ikke den overvejende forklaring på 
klimaforandringerne. Lars Mortensen, som har produceret udsendelsen, udtaler, at den 
videnskabelige udvikling ikke er på et niveau, så det er muligt at sige noget konkret om 
nuværende og fremtidige effekter af CO2-udledningen. Således kritiseres de 
dommedagsprofetier, som FN´s klimapanel står bag. Biologen Kåre Fog har på baggrund 
af udsendelsen indgivet en klage til DR´s generaldirektør. Alene i foromtalen på DR´s 
hjemmeside har han fundet 22 fejl. Også Greenpeace kritiserer udsendelsen og påpeger, 
at fire af de personer, der i programmet omtales som ”førende klimaforskere”, er at finde 
på en hjemmeside, hvor Greenpeace har offentliggjort navnene på "klimaskeptikere”, der 
får økonomisk støtte fra verdens største olieselskab, ExxonMobil (Information s. 6 + 
Berlingske Tidende s. 4). 
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