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VOICES IN DIALOGUE IN THE LANGUAGE OF FILM: FROM 
FICTIONAL TO DOCUMENTARY MODE 

Ileana Jitaru1 

Abstract: The main statements of cognitive film semiotics lie in the focus of actual 
mental activities (intuitive knowledge) involved in the making and understanding of filmic 
texts rather than  the filmic texts themselves. This paper  will critically examine Christian 
Metz’s cognitive film semiotics (his theory of impersonal filmic enunciation) (“The 
Impersonal Enunciation, or the Site of Film”, 1995), with a focus on reflexivity, 
metalanguage and anaphora, analysing it in contrast with Francesco Casetti’s personal 
filmic enunciation (“D’un regard l’autre. Le film et son spectateur”, 1990), a deictic theory 
of enunciation based on personal pronouns. These theories of enunciation will be applied  
to Davis Guggenheim’s documentary An Inconvenieint Truth (2006), where the enunciator 
and addressee are shaped as real. Conversely, in the fiction film, the enunciator and 
addressee are imaginary (or absent, constructed). This reformulation enables us to begin 
refining our understanding of the relation between fiction and reality in the construction of 
films. If the fiction film’s actants are foregrounded as real on the below-surface level, in 
documentaries they are foregrounded as real on the surface level, which would suggest that 
fiction and documentaries have a mutual connection, in ways other than the audience 
would generally perceive.   

 
Key words: Film cognitive semiotics, filmic enunciation, documentaries, film 

actants, global warming. 
“The image is always speech, never a unit of language.” 

(Christian Metz, Film Language – A Semiotics of the Cinema, 67) 
 
 
1. Cognitive semiotics - theoretical grounds  

 
1.1. From cognitivism to semiotics to cognitive semiotics 
 
Beginning in the 1950’s, the first semiotic research in film gave priority to the 
study of narrative films (Nöth 471), and most of the studies devoted to film theory 
analysed narrative structures which are specific and unspecific of films, such as the 
cinematographic structure of narrative sequences in films, and the specific 
differences between verbal and filmic narratives.  

During the 1980s, film studies gradually adopted ‘new’ methodologies 
from cultural studies and the social sciences, which, to a certain extent, displaced 
the concerns of film theory. Rather than construct hypotheses and models about the 
general film structure and spectators’ experience of film, a number of film scholars, 

                                                     
1 Ovidius University of Constanţa  



118 
 

IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
4,

 Is
su

e 
2,

  2
01

5 

in both Europe and North America, conceptualized film theory’s most difficult 
concepts, which they tackled from the perspective of cognitive science.   

This paper is going to place An Inconvenient Truth, a 2006 Academy 
Awarded film against the theories conducted not by the reputed cognitive film 
theorists in North America (David Bordwell, Noel Carroll) but by the much less 
known film cognitive theorists in Europe – particularly Francesco Casetti, Roger 
Odin. Despite certain similarities, the two groups manifested a marked contrast in 
their work. Whereas the North American cognitivists decisively rejected the basic 
doctrines of contemporary film theory (grounded in structural linguistics, 
semiotics, Marxism, and psychoanalysis), the European cognitivists inaugurated a 
revolution in modern film theory and reconsidered its early semiotic stage.  

What unifies the European cognitivists is that their work critically 
resonates to Christian Metz’s film semiotics. This conjunction involved 
transforming Metz’s semiotics by means of theories of pragmatics, cognitive 
science, and transformational generative grammar (which is in fact one of the main 
research programs in cognitive science). The European cognitivists attempted to go 
beyond the main tenets of Metz’s film semiotics (which claimed that film semiotics 
should be based exclusively on the methods of structural linguistics) by combining 
semiotics with pragmatics and cognitive science.  
 Contemporary cognitive semiotics developed in several stages, by initially 
addressing the concepts staged by contemporary film theory in the vein of a) film 
semiotics (Christian Metz: Film Language, Language and Cinema) and b) Post-
structural film theory (or second semiotics, psycho-semiotics). The second level of 
indebtedness of cognitive semiotics was to cognitive film theory (David Bordwell, 
Noël Carroll, Edward Branigan), allowing it to gain ground in a new critical 
paradigm, that included three secondary areas, such as (a) theories of enunciation 
(Francesco Casetti, Christian Metz - The Impersonal Enunciation), (b) the semio-
pragmatics of film (Roger Odin) and (c) transformational generative grammar and 
cognitive semantics of film (Michel Colin, Dominique Chateau) (Buckland 17).  

Grounded in structural linguistics, film semiotics adopted the same two-
fold hierarchy between perceptible and non-perceptible levels of reality and 
formulated hypotheses describing this underlying, non-perceptible level. In 
analysing film from a semiotic perspective, film scholars brought a new level of 
filmic reality to film theory and  proved that the sense of unity and continuity each 
spectator experiences at the cinema is effected by shared, subliminal system of 
codes that makes the specificity of the perceptible level of film.   

The concern of cognitive film semiotics is to identify and shape the “actual 
mental activities (intuitive knowledge) involved in the making and understanding 
of filmic texts, rather than study filmic texts themselves” (idem 19).  

The cognitive film semiotician Francesco Casetti dealt with the deictic 
theory of enunciation defining the activity that results in speech following Emile 
Benveniste distinction between discourse (discours) and story (histoire).  Whereas 
discours includes words such as personal, possessive, and demonstrative pronouns 
that grammaticalize within the utterance particular aspects of its spatio-temporal 
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context (e.g., the speaker and hearer), histoire is a form of utterance that excludes 
pronouns. Around the main pronominal categories I, you, and he, Casetti developed 
a typology of four shot types, which aim to describe the way film orients itself in 
relation to the spectator.   

In the late eighties, (“L’Enonciation impersonnelle ou le site du film”), 
Christian Metz also problematised a theory of enunciation also based on Emile 
Benveniste’s bynome, histoire (hi/story) and discours (discourse). Benveniste’s 
theory of enunciation is compliant with the hierarchy dominating film semiotics, 
denoting a process mediating between the underlying non-perceptible system and 
the perceptible level of language.  

 
virtual, non-manifest,  
non-perceptible system of 
language  

  

  
enunciation  suture, disavowal,  

repetition, 
alternation 

   
perceptible level of 
language, actual utterances 

 

 
Metz’s cognitive film semiotics (his theory of impersonal filmic 

enunciation), foregrounds  concepts such as reflexivity, metalanguage and 
anaphora, and may be approached in opposition and comparison with Francesco 
Casetti’s personal pronouns-based deictic theory of enunciation.  While Casetti 
modelled his theory on speech (on face-to-face conversation), Metz shaped his 
theory on writing. He rejected a pronoun-based theory of enunciation because 
pronouns are not appropriate to describing the ‘reality’ of film and so are all deictic 
elements (concepts that designate how film is oriented to its contexts of production 
and reception).  Warren Buckland negotiated the two opposing positions and 
proposed “‘deixis’ as a broad cognitive concept, rather than a narrow linguistic 
one” (52-53), suggesting that film deixis may be used to analyse the way audio-
visual-based media are “oriented to their contexts of production and reception” 
(idem 53).  
 
1.2 Christian Metz’s theory of impersonal enunciation: reflexivity, metalanguage, 
anaphora  
 
According to the French theorist, a filmic text is reflexive if it makes reference to 
itself, or –put in other words, if it manifests its own processes of production as a 
text. The connection between reflexivity and enunciation lies in the latter being a 
process of production or mediation, that transforms the underlying language 
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system, la langue, into a text. In his paper ‘‘Histoire/Discours’’ Metz actually 
renamed the term ‘reflexivity’ as ‘exhibitionism’. 
 
  exhibitionism  = discours   voyeurism =  histoire  
 

the look of the 
spectator is 
acknowledged 

the look of the 
spectator is not 
acknowledged 

 
Reflexivity. According to the theory of filmic enunciation, a film includes 

marks of production and reception, which may be hidden or foregrounded in the 
process of filmmaking. Classical narrative films are identified as filmic texts that 
attempt to conceal these marks (discours being histoire) – in a feature of 
transparency, while, on the other hand, several contemporary films cancel the 
illusion of continuity and reveal the codes that constitute the filmic illusion in a 
foregrounding process of enunciation, thus making the text reflexive.  

From this perspective, as a filmic text, An Inconvenient Truth is a 
‘transparent’ not reflexive film, since its genre per se is meant to emphasize not the 
film’s ‘discourse’ but its ‘histoire’, in a manifesto against the dangers of global 
warming and the magnitude of the demand for companies and governments to 
implement measures and address the issue. 

Metalanguage. In order to manifest a meaning, a language has the ability 
to refer to itself [metalanguage], and to extra-linguistic reality [object language]. 
Consequently, metalanguage is actually a simultaneours effect of reflexivity or 
metalanguage is reflexive.  Metz considers that reflexivity and metalanguage may 
be used in cinematic language as forms of enunciation: ‘‘In subjective framing, the 
gazing and at the same time showing character duplicates [that is, ‘reflects’] both 
the spectator and the camera” (“The Impersonal Enunciation” 159).  

Back in a 1964 paper ‘‘Cinema: langue ou langage?” (in Film Language-A 
Semiotics of the Cinema, 1974, pp.31-91), Metz implicitly acknowledged the 
reflexive (therefore metadiscursive and enunciative) nature of filmic discourse and 
gave the famous example of a film close-up of a revolver. If the image of a 
revolver simply signified ‘revolver’ “a purely virtual lexical unit” (67) it would be 
purely denotational (i.e., functioning as object language). But since the shot may 
signify “Here is a revolver”, the image also functions reflexively as metalanguage, 
since it acknowledges its own presentation of the revolver to a spectator as “a pure 
index of actualization” (ibid). Metz regards the reflexive aspect of the image 
deictically, since ‘here’ is a deictic term (an adverb of place) that implies 
‘proximity to the spectator’ (in the case of films).  

There are several close-ups in An Inconvenient Truth that implicitly serve 
the same reflexive function: low-level medium close-ups of forests (filmed from a 
low angle owing to the empowering function this type of shot renders onto the 
signified content – figure 1)  
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Fig. 1 (AIT 00:03:07) 

 
or a consecutive close-up of stone-dry soil (figure 2) which, by opposition to the 
former, substitutes itself as an alarming display for what may happen unless we 
gain awareness of the threats  coming from global warming or fail to meet the 
moral imperative of what is really urgent .    

 

 
Figure 2  (AIT 00:03:12) 

 
Anaphora represents another dimension of enunciation, in which language 

becomes reflexive and is, in fact, a special form of metalanguage, since the referent 
of an anaphor is not an object or concept, but another linguistic sign. In linguistics, 
anaphora expresses the ability of one linguistic sign (the anaphor) to refer back to 
another linguistic sign (the antecedent). Besides the function of ensuring economy 
and cohesiveness at textual level, anaphora has a reflexive and metadiscursive 
dimension: it serves as a binding marker between two linguistic signs and, through 
it, reference is pointed to information already expressed in the utterance. Although 
some might place anaphora and deixis on the same level in a relationship of 
inclusion, Metz emphasized the opposition between them.   
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Anaphora  
= reference is made to information 
already contained in the utterance 
 
internal textual relation 

Deixis  
= a relation between linguistic 
signs and their context 
 
external textual relation 

In terms of deictic value, personal pronouns (‘I’,‘you’, etc), demonstrative 
pronouns (‘this’, ‘that’, ‘these’, ‘those’),  adverbs of time (‘now’, ‘then’) and place 
(‘here’, ‘there’) – refer directly to the circumstances of enunciation, primarily to 
the spatio-temporal position of speaker and hearer.  

Triggered exclusively by the existence of utterances, enunciation in the 
filmic text is the process of suturing or editing several shots in utterances that form 
scenes, then sequences, which thus become meaningful in the overall context of 
film production. 

If we take the example of the opening lines in the documentary,  
You listen to a river gently rolling by. 
You notice the leaves rustling in the wind. 
You hear the birds, you hear the tree frogs. 
In the distance you hear a cow. 
You feel the grass. The mud gives a little bit on the river bank. 
It's quiet, it’s peaceful. 
And all of a sudden, it's a gear shift inside you. 
And it's like taking a deep breath and going 
Oh yeah, I forgot about this.   
(AIT 00:00:43 - 00:01:22  ) 
 

the presence of the direct address deictic you acknowledges the reception by an 
involved audience. Actually the entire script is dominated by a few pronouns we 
(171 times), you (109 times), they (97 times) I (94 times). The enunciation of these 
deictic pronouns activate the relations of power distribution from the level of 
virtual manifestation of langue, to the actual utterances. These utterances serve 
several functions through suture (the pronouns connect the referents), or repetition 
and alternation of the pronouns. 
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The other important deictic elements that orient the transmitter and receptor of the 
text as to the reality outside the linguistic texture are here (10 times) and today (6 
times), used rather sparingly in contrast to the abundance of the fore-mentioned 
deictic class.  In An Inconvenient Truth, the deictic reference of the adverb ‘today’ 
is not the day the speaker (narrator Al Gore) utters the word ‘today’ but, obviously, 
has a meaning ‘around the present’. Its reference is also amplified throughout the 
film by its implied opposition to ‘tomorrow’, more specifically, what happens to 
planet Earth tomorrow if we fail to take action today. Uttered on another day, its 
reference will obviously change, thus being dependent on the date of enunciation. 
Both ‘here’ and ‘today’ pass from the non-manifest latent language level through 
enunciation into the manifest meaningful utterance with the obvious intention of 
the transmitter (actant Al Gore) to urge action from the audience (‘you’ and 
inclusive ‘we’). By opposition, the deictic pronouns ‘I’, ‘we’, ‘you’, ‘they’ will 
always refer to the same referents, whenever these utterances are created. An 
interesting case is the enunciation of ‘they’, which always functions as an 
anaphoric element in fictional films, with an enormous variety of antecedents. In 
our documentary, ‘they’ is anaphoric only once, in the opening sequence of the 
film, when it replaces the antecedent “good people who are in politics”: “There are 
good people who are in politics who hold this at arm's length because they 
acknowledge it and recognize it as a moral imperative to make big changes is 
inescapable (AIT 00:03:48 - 00:04:05)”. For the rest of the film, ‘they’ holds its 
anaphoric function only implicitly, alluding to the antagonistic relation between 
‘we’, people who care about this planet and ‘they’, people who promise to but do 
not.  As anaphoric and deictic elements, these pronouns are not dependent for their 
meaning on the circumstances of enunciation, as it is the case with the adverbs 
‘here’ and ‘today’. 
 
1.3 Francesco Casetti’s personal filmic enunciation  
 
In his 1998 book Inside the Gaze. The Fiction Film and Its Spectator, Francesco 
Casetti  started with a history of spectator theory, which identified spectator as a 
decoder – someone who “was also assigned a precise but limited function (…), 
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registering only what was given (…) us(ing) pre-established codes for 
understanding the message addressed to him” (5). A decade later, in the 1970’s, 
theorists like Roland Barthes, Umberto Eco, Wayne Booth, Wolfgang Iser, 
Seymour Chatman replaced the spectator as decoder with spectator as interlocutor, 
when the birth of the reader meant the death of the writer, reading meant rewriting, 
positing the spectator as “someone to whom one can address propositions and from 
whom one may expect signs of intelligence” (idem 6). Casetti defined the filmic 
text as a texture not isolated and self-contained but reflecting toward the outside 
world and open to it “when information is ruled by the function of a system of 
expectations (in particular, phenomena such as suspense, narrative closure)” in 
“instances when all the possibilities of an image multiply even with the least bit of 
participation on the part of the spectator” (idem 10).  
 The Italian theorist considered that a relation between a look and a scene 
allows us to appraise at the same time a) the enunciator, b) addressee and c) the 
filmic discourse the two are supposed to share in the filmic space. For Casetti, this 
system of three elements is obligatory in all films; yet he admits a change in 
emphasis more on one than on the two others, which leads to four types of shots:  
a) The objective shot, in which attention is neither to the enunciator (‘I’) nor to 

the addressee (‘you’), but to the filmic discourse itself; in this case, the 
addressee must assume the position of a witness; neither the addressee (‘you’) 
nor the enunciator (‘I’) acknowledges the look of the camera. The documentary 
AIT is filmed in this mode, owing to the impersonation of discourse required 
from the documentary genre and from a topic like global warming. The 
addressee ‘you’ is constantly allowed to watch the scientific proofs brought on 
screen objectively and make their own decision of ‘intervention’ outside the 
immediate text and context of the film. Nowhere in the film does director 
Davis Guggenheim insert any subjective shots, which are so customary in 
fictional films. The opening scene of the documentary is a pro-filmic bracket 
rich in a visual poetics completely different from the visual body of the film 
which is suffused with scientific proofs. The lines of the voice over narrator 
(non-diegetic at this level) abound in metaphors, in opposition with the 
scientific discourse that dominates the rest of the film (”spacecraft”, ”the 
earth's surface”, ”the earth's atmosphere”, ”infrared radiation”, ”global 
warming pollution”, “glaciers melting”, etc.). 

b)  The interpellation shot: the enunciator (‘I’) and the addressee (‘you’) become 
involved in the filmic utterance. For example, a character’s look at the 
addressee (into the camera) is a case of interpellation.  
 

This is what produces an unequal disposition between enunciator and 
enunciatee. Both openly display themselves but the first is figurativized in 
a character identified through action (the act of gazing) and objective (to 
ensnare the film's viewer), while the second is presented simply for what it 
is—an ‘ideal’ point of view.     
(Casetti 48) 
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Unlike fictional films, which foreground this interpellation for the 
audience– addressee in order to be able to read the ‘truth’ of the filmic message, 
documentaries ( AIT is no exception) rarely –if ever- use such interpellation shots. 
Instead, the filmic space becomes a collage of objective shots with inserts of 
archive footage of political meetings of the latest three Conservative American 
presidents (Ronald Reagan, George Bush and George W. Bush), of graphs, tables, 
photos that prove the gravity of the film’s topic, and mainly, with public slide 
presentations on the topic of global warming given by the enunciator of the film, 
who ironically introduces himself as “I am Al Gore, I used to be the next 
president of the United States” (AIT 00:02:17 -00:02:20). 
c) The subjective shot includes two moments rendered visually in one, two, or 

three shots in a filmic suture called the eyeline-match by mainstream film 
theory, in which a character’s act of looking is followed by the addressee’s 
being shown what the character is looking at. A common type of editing in 
fictional films, this montage device is again missing from AIT, since the 
addresses-enunciator must not have any kind of open interference in the 
response of the addressee, who must objectively look at the filmic enunciation 
and formulate their own response. 

d) The unreal objective shot refers to unusual camera angles, often employed in 
independent films or in new wave film schools but hardly ever found a place in 
documentaries. 

 
2. Documentary films /vs/ fiction films. 
 
One of the most prominent and long-lasting forms of cinematic expression, the 
documentary,  has faced a revival in the past two decades, being able to find 
success both with an audience in cinemas or critical acclaim from film critics. 
Hoop Dreams (Steve James, 1994), The Thin Blue Line (Errol Moris,1989), 
Supersize Me (Morgan Spurlock, 2004), Fahrenheit 9/11 (Michael Moore, 2004), 
An Inconvenient Truth (Davis Guggenheim, 2006), Man on Wire (James 
March2008) are only a few non-fiction films that confirm the cinematic value of 
documentaries.  

In the same line with other cognitive film semioticians, Roger Odin 
(‘‘Semio-pragmatique du cinema et de l’audiovisuel: Modes et institutions,’’ 
Towards a Pragmatics of the Audio-Visual, 1994) developed a semio-pragmatic 
film theory concerned with investigating the film spectator’s competence, the 
implicit knowledge that constitutes each spectator’s psychic disposition (he calls it 
‘mode of attention’) when involved in the act of film watching.  These modes of 
film are not seen to be mutually exclusive categories, but are similar in a number of 
operations. His semio-pragmatics was in conjunction with Metz’s seminal work 
Psychoanalysis and Cinema: The Imaginary Signifier, which portrays the relation 
between fiction film and spectator as a fantasy relation. The ‘imaginary signifier’ 
in the fiction film aims to transform the spectator’s consciousness – to displace 
their attention away from the immediate space and time of her context (including 
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the screen’s material surface) and toward the space and time of the events depicted 
in the diegesis (the film’s fictive, imaginary elsewhere). In An Inconvenient Truth, 
this process of displacement is different, since the mind of the audience is guided 
not into an histoire fictionalized, imagined in the filmic diegesis but to real issues, 
such as scientific data, rising awareness in the audience towards developing 
alternative energy sources, which are placed in the filmic discourse but which are 
also anchored in the reality outside the cinema hall.  In a congnitive rather than 
psychoanalytical approach, Odin modified Metz’s concept and introduced different 
modes of attention (Odin calls them ’modes’ of film) that spectators adopt when 
watching different groups and classes of films. Central to his theory and our paper 
concern is the documentary mode, defined as able to “inform the spectator of real 
events” (35), and having only one operation (fictivization) that separates it from the 
fiction mode of filmmaking. Another line of delineation lies in terms of the real 
status of its enunciator, opposed to the fictional quality of the narrator-enunciator 
in fictional films. In this respect, An Inconvenient Truth is grounded in a speech 
and slide show on climate that Al Gore presented to audiences worldwide a number 
of years. Davis Guggenheim’s film becomes part documentary, part biography, and 
part campaign advertisement, part political agenda, despite it has all the 
nonfictional actualities that structure documentaries (for instance, high-impact 
visuals such as the famous photograph ”Earthrise” taken from space by the first 
American astronauts  or the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina).  

In “What is Non-Fiction Cinema?”, Trevor Ponech notices that 
“Documentaries (…) are cinematic assertions, naturally meaningful images being 
among the elements employed by the communicator toward assertive ends” (205). 
According to him, “the difference between fiction and non-fiction is one of force, 
not of style, form, or content' (idem 216).  In this respect, An Inconvenient Truth is 
a powerful filmic persuasion that balances between two specific modes of 
documentary filmmaking: the performative (Al Gore’s ‘performance’ on stage and 
in expeditions to the Poles is part of the filmic diegesis) and the reflexive, since the 
film uses techniques that “encourage the viewer to question the very idea of 
‘documentary’ as a category or mode” (Nelmes 212), thus adding a lot of cinematic 
realism. As a documentary, An Inconvenient Truth serves some of the textual 
features assigned by Roger Odin to the home movie mode: the absence of closure 
(since the film does not support the operation of narrativization, with no story 
behind the filmic discourse); discontinuous linear temporality (the film has broken 
chronology, with many inserts in the ‘present tense’ of the filmic narrative) and 
dispersed narrative (the ‘plot’ is a collage of spectacle, footage, scientific data and 
photography, all making a non-narrative sequence).   

As Richard Allen puts it, “the spectator of a documentary film does not 
naively believe in the reality of what he sees. Nevertheless, we are in practice 
deceived” (92). If the fiction film’s actants are foregrounded as real on the below-
surface level, in documentaries they are foregrounded as real on the diegetic 
surface level, which would suggest that fiction and documentaries have a mutual 
connection, in ways other than the audience would generally perceive.    
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