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1 Introduction 

 

Since the 1980s and Pryor’s (1984) ground breaking book on clicker-training, Don’t 

shoot the dog!, non-violent training methods have grown in popularity in the dog 

training world – improving the dog-human relationship and lives of dogs all over the 

West. Research has deepened our understanding of canine cognition, and knowledge 

about how they learn has spread in dog training clubs and among dog owners. In 

2004, however, a backlash came along in the form of Cesar Millan and his television 

series The Dog Whisperer.  

The methods used by Millan in his dog rehabilitation demonstrations include not 

only the infamous ‘alpha roll’ where the dog is forcibly restrained on his back until 

he stops reacting, but also mechanical tools such as electric collars illegalized for 

example in the EU countries. Harsh dog training techniques and discourses 

validating them have, of course, always continued to exist alongside the softer 

methods of positive reinforcement and unobtrusive punishments. This seems to be 

particularly true for the longer-established dog training fields – such as service dog 

training – with many of their practices dating from the 1970s and earlier. Millan is 

not the only one promulgating the myth of the alpha dog and dominance, but with the 

huge popularity of his show perpetrating these outdated notions, he seems to have 

made a greater impact than anyone else in the recent years. An impact the dog 

professionals both in the UK and the USA are still responding to in blogs, DVDs, 

articles and books (e.g. Yin; Donaldson & Dunbar 2007).  

The change the dog professionals could observe in their field of work, I could 

witness among my dog-owning friends. All of a sudden they were getting paranoid 

about their status in their human-canine pack, and they seemed to account all the 

behaviour problems they encountered with their dogs to leadership issues. They 

started discussing their dogs and the challenges they had in training them in terms of 

dominance. Most of my friends did not start alpha-rolling their pets and they kept on 

using reward-based techniques, but they were getting fixated about absolute 

obedience and probably paid less empathetic attention to their dogs’ messages. Most 

notably, they had feelings of inadequacy for not being able to exude enough assertive 
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energy to correct their dogs through mere authoritative presence and they were 

feeling guilty for succumbing to showing attachment to their dogs. 

I was protected from the ideological impact of the show, because I happened to have 

a problem dog and an inquisitive, analytical mind. My dog suffered separation 

anxiety and in the process of getting it treated (eventually with SSRI drugs and 

environmental modification), I read dozens of books about dogs and about how to 

train and rehabilitate them. Of course I came across advice promising to wipe away 

our problems, if only I walked through the doors before my dog at all times, did not 

pet or talk to her and pretended to eat from her bowl before feeding her. I even gave 

that advice a go for a while. In time, I found more informed and science based 

sources such as McConnell (e.g. 2001) and Donaldson (e.g. 2008) so that when I 

finally encountered The Dog Whisperer series, I had already accumulated substantial 

amount of knowledge and experience that immediately clashed with the show’s 

premises. 

I thought Millan and others perpetrating similar ideas were mystifying dog training 

instead of giving practical and direct advice about how to communicate to dogs the 

rules of co-habiting with humans. I found Millan’s advice not only impractical, but 

downright harmful. I found his physically obtrusive techniques unnecessary and 

intimidating – dangerous if applied in true aggression cases. I felt obsessing about 

dominance was detrimental to dog-human relationships. To put it simply, I thought it 

was unfair to bully dogs who so obviously tried to understand us, communicate with 

us and please us on so many occasions. Instead of focusing on dominating, it would 

be kinder to actually take time to teach the dogs what is expected of them. I was 

perplexed when many of my intelligent, dog-loving friends could not see my 

problem with the show and I wanted to understand why it was so. 

Initially, my curiosity was focused on human cognition. I wanted to know why it was 

not obvious to anyone watching The Dog Whisperer how impractical and harmful the 

ideas the show put forward were; why did some see Millan as tough and capable. 

Having a background in Critical Discourse Analysis, I soon thought the framework 

could prove fruitful in investigating the question of how Millan’s authority is 

constructed in the TV series.  
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Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a theoretical paradigm that has been applied to 

many studies dealing with power abuse in politics and media. Research has 

predominately focused on discourse perpetrated inequality regarding human groups, 

but there are some studies concerning discourse from the perspective of animal 

exploitation. The CDA framework suits well for studying animal related discourses 

and advocating rights of that particular subordinated group just as it has been used to 

uncover inequality and prejudice related to subordinated human groups. Also, how 

authority and credibility is constructed in discourse is a question close to the interests 

of CDA.  

The goal of my research is dual: to identify the linguistic, semiotic and discursive 

means used in construction of Millan as a credible dog rehabilitator to his audiences 

and – through revealing those means and the artificiality of the construction – to 

draw attention to the treatment of dogs in television. Many may regard The Dog 

Whisperer as harmless entertainment, but from the perspective of animal welfare this 

is not the case. I think it is important not only to discuss the kind of treatment 

animals are subjected to in television shows, but also to take responsibility for the 

animals affected by the discourses and practices perpetrated in them. We do not just 

watch these shows for a while and then walk away unaffected. The messages they 

carry become part of our social reality, our attitudes and our behaviour. Just as we 

need to resist racist and sexist discourse about fellow humans, we need to fight bias 

and myth in discourses related to other species. 

The theoretical framework of my research is mostly based on Wodak’s and Van 

Dijk’s texts on CDA. Van Dijk’s work has given the essential input in matters of 

cognition and connecting social discourses to our individual mental processes. After 

all, it is in our cognition where the construction of a television authority either 

succeeds or fails. Van Dijk’s (2006) as well as Maillat and Oswald’s (2011) research 

on manipulative communication has been very useful in drawing conclusions and 

relating my findings to other research on similar issues. The theoretical framework 

and key concepts are defined in the section two (Theoretical Framework). 

The methodology of this study is multimodal – speech, image and sound as well as 

their interactions are included in my analysis – and has been composed from various 

sources. Wodak’s articles (e.g. 2009) on methodologies appropriate for CDA have 
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been very helpful as have Pollak’s (2008) outlines on how he made use of Iedema’s 

(2002) methods in his multimodal analysis on TV documentaries. I shall discuss my 

choice of material and methods in greater detail in the section three (Method and 

material).  

The results of this study can be found in the sections Analysis and Discussion – 

sections four and five respectively. I shall conclude this thesis with evaluation and 

some concluding remarks in the section six (Conclusion). As often done in studies 

relying on CDA principles, I shall then give some suggestions on how to contest the 

discourses The Dog Whisperer and shows like it are perpertrating and how to shield 

ourselves from the manipulation they contain.  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

 

This section lays out the theoretical framework of the current study. I shall begin by 

discussing Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and its core concepts of discourse, text 

and context. I shall complement these concepts with notions of mode and 

multimodality. Then, I shall move on to discussing the sociocognitive approach to 

CDA and features of manipulative communication.  

 

2.1 Critical Discourse Analysis 

This study is based on CDA principles. It is a paradigm offering researchers a shared 

perspective without a fixed model that would provide a single theory and a specific 

methodology to follow (Young and Harrison, 2004: 2; Wodak and Meyer, 2009:5, 

Van Dijk 2009:62-63 2011:35,). Despite different angles adopted and even variations 

in how the key concepts are defined, Wodak and Meyer (2009:3) list several 

attributes all the approaches to CDA have in common. Research in the field of CDA 

is: 

 problem-oriented 

 interdisciplinary 

 involved in decoding ideology and power in discourses 

 

These three characteristics are the pillars of CDA. The goal of research is to reveal 

how language and other semiotic modes express and influence social reality, and 

how the social reality in turn influences the way we use language and the semiotic 

means available for us. The purpose of CDA, however, is not just understanding or 

describing discourse. Instead, it embraces a stance to discourse that is critical and its 

goal is to reveal how discourses function as carriers of ideologies and to investigate 

their role in disseminating hegemonic values. The aim is to uncover the means by 

which ideologies are perpetrated in discourse – but also to study how they are 

contested and restructured through it. (Fairclough 2009: 163; Jäger & Maier, 2009: 

35-36; Young & Harrison, 2004: 2; Van Dijk 2009: 63; Wodak & Meyer, 2009: 

6,10)  
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Because discourse is essentially a complex social construction, examining linguistic 

items only would not reveal all the mechanisms it deploys. Also context is relevant in 

identifying the ways discourse creates our social reality and influences our 

perception of it. Therefore, CDA emphasizes the importance of exploring both text 

and context – i.e. language and other aspects of the discourse situation. Furthermore, 

CDA demands an interdisciplinary perspective in both theory and methodology in 

order to get a full understanding of the role of both text and context in discourse 

production and interpretation.  

The manifold roots of CDA lie in Rhetoric, Text linguistics, Anthropology, 

Philosophy, Socio-Psychology, Cognitive Science, Literary Studies and 

Sociolinguistics, as well as in Applied Linguistics and Pragmatics. (Wodak and 

Meyer, 2009:1) 

How these different disciplines and additional background data come into play in a 

particular piece of research depends on the subject matter and the questions the 

researcher is trying to answer. (Wodak & Meyer 2009: 2)  

When setting a research question and investigating discourse, CDA is problem 

oriented. This means that its investigations often arise form real-life issues of 

inequality and power abuse and it has a very practical purpose of acting as a means 

for social change. Furthermore, CDA investigates discourse use and availability in a 

society at a given time in history: what is the content of available discourses and how 

they contradict and interact with each other and how they change over time. Yet 

another important research objective is to provide means for social transformation 

and open routes for more permissive and eclectic discourses to emerge. (Wodak & 

Meyer 2009: 6, 10)  

I shall extend the theory of CDA with the sociocognitive perspective in the section 

2.3 (Sociocognitive approach to CDA). First, however, I shall discuss the key 

concepts of discourse, text, mode and context, and how they are applied in my thesis.  

 

2.2 Discourse and other key concepts 

Titscher and Jenner (2002: 25-26) list a number of meanings given to the 

term ’discourse’ and suggest that in CDA the basis of the concept should be the one 
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outlined by Fairclough and Wodak (1997). In this commonly recognised definition, 

discourse is seen as a social practice including text as well the context where the 

discourse is produced and interpreted. This means that in discourse, the text and the 

context come together as part of a social action to form meaning and knowledge. The 

concept of ‘text’ is widely accepted to include both written and spoken content. It 

remains a linguistic notion, however, and refers only to language use in discourse 

leaving all other modes of communication – music, image and paralanguage – as part 

of the context. I have modified this distinction slightly in my study in ways and for 

reasons I shall soon explain by incorporating a notion of ‘mode’ into the equation. 

(Cook 2001:1; Titscher & Jenner. 2002: 20, 25-26; Wodak 2009: 5)  

We communicate meaning and knowledge to each other in different modes: writing, 

still image, moving image, sound, speech, gesture, gaze, posture etc. All these modes 

convey messages to us, and the separation of writing and speech from the other 

modes of communication is artificial (Cook 2001:1). Text is a very important mode 

in discourse production as it is able to convey complicated ideas, and it is the main 

interest of discourse analysis. For the purposes of this study, however, I find it 

necessary to separate the audio-visual means of communication from the situational 

context. The two construct knowledge and affect the discourse meaning in very 

different ways. Therefore, features of discourse directly involved in communicating 

meaning are not considered as context in this study, but as modes of meaning-

making parallel to speech and writing. The features the message producer cannot 

control in any way in the discourse situation are considered part of the context. I use 

the term ‘text’ on occasion to refer to written and/or spoken language. I shall discuss 

the concepts of ‘mode’ and ‘context’ in more detail next. 

I have adopted the notion of ‘mode’ from Gunther Kress and the social semiotic 

study of multimodal communication. His view on the relationship of semiotic means 

and society corresponds to the idea of connectedness of discourse and social reality 

present in CDA. What counts as a mode is ultimately a matter of social consensus 

and depends on what a social group deems as meaningful in knowledge processing 

(Kress 2010: 87). In this study, ‘mode’ means the ways in which meaning is 

communicated to the audience: spoken and written text including features of speech 

prosody, music and sound, image including human and animal action. It is justifiable 
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to assume that television viewers make sense of what is happening in the show 

through these modes. On occasion I refer to main modes meaning text, image and 

sound. I have adopted the distinction of main and sub modes from Cook (2001:42). 

Sound effects and music are sub modes of sound; still images, movement and 

gestures are sub modes of image; speech and written text are sub modes of text etc. 

 

Mode is a socially shaped and culturally given semiotic resource for making 

meaning. (Kress 2010: 79) 

The way in which the modes are used in an interaction situation, is influenced by the 

interests of the message producer and is limited by the culturally available resources. 

Different modes have different semiotic possibilities. How they take shape, how the 

communication is manifested and, indeed, what can be communicated, is limited by 

the semiotic resources available at a given time in a given culture in a given 

situation. This for its part shapes the content of discourses available to us. We are 

bound to convention in our communication, not only because we want to make 

ourselves understood, but also because we are products of our culture, and the 

discourses and the availability of methods of message production affect our ways of 

communicating. (Kress 2010: 80-83, 87)   

In addition to the content and variations in how the modes are incorporated in the 

message production, the discourse is influenced by the context of the situation. 

‘Context’ is a central concept in CDA since discourse always happens within a 

context. Discourses are fundamentally historical social practices: cultural values, 

norms and customs, participants and their relation to each other all have an effect in 

the discourse situation and in how the discourse is produced and interpreted. The 

larger social context has an impact on participants – their roles, experiences, beliefs 

and knowledge – as well as on their discursive goals and the options available to 

them. All this influences the communication situation profoundly.  

The discourses that are available to us as at any given time and in any given situation 

form our options. A discourse functions by narrowing down our choices when we are 

producing a text within a certain context. The more restrained a discourse is, the less 

flexibility we have in our social reality and the fewer perspectives we have to choose 

from. This means that people of a social group are bound in their communication by 
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conventions of that social group and by the content of discourses available to them 

when acting within that group. At the same time we can stretch the boundaries of a 

discourse: bring new features in and leave old ones out. Discourses contain a 

possibility for change and through that power to change our social reality. Discourses 

are both constricted and constructed socially; they affect each other and evolve 

through time as changes in social practises take place. (Cook 2001: 1-2; Wodak & 

Mayer 2009: 5, 20) 

Thus, in forming meaning and knowledge, discourse constructs social reality, but at 

the same time social reality constrains the content of meaning and knowledge and the 

ways it can be expressed. It is this dialectical nature of discourse that gives it its 

power as a sustainer of hegemonic ideologies: discourses affect our talking, thinking 

and acting by regulating and institutionalizing it. At the same time, discourses can 

challenge hegemony, because by changing the content of a discourse, we can change 

individual and mass consciousness. We can break the rules, import new ways of 

communicating from different settings, and gradually shift the way things are 

communicated, but we cannot take large leaps away from convention as individuals 

if we want our audience to understand our message. The change depends on the 

potential of the mode and only happens slowly and as a social process by more 

people accepting the new ways of communicating suggested by others in their social 

group in everyday life situations. (Cook 2001: 2; Jäger & Maier, 2009: 34-36; Kress 

2010: 80-81; Titscher & Jenner 2002: 25-26; Wodak & Meyer 2009: 5-6) 

To conclude, ‘discourse’ in this study is considered to be meaning and knowledge 

built in a social context involving participants, situation and the reality around them. 

Discourses are produced by means of different modes including written and spoken, 

improvised and scripted text. 

There are two more important concepts: mental model and its particular 

manifestation of context model. I shall discuss them in the following section 2.3 

(Sociocognitive approach to CDA). 
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2.3 Sociocognitive approach to CDA 

While the current study is not about human cognition as such, my view on Critical 

Discourse Analysis is greatly influenced by van Dijk’s sociocognitive approach to 

CDA and research on human cognition behind it. The approach draws from cognitive 

sciences and focuses on explaining the gap between the social reality and an 

individual’s mental processes: how do discourses become linked to our knowledge, 

believes and attitudes; what shapes our shared knowledge. How do we know what 

knowledge can be assumed and what must be explicitly expressed; how do we know 

what is appropriate in each communication situation; where does the common 

ground emerge from. These are some of the questions related to discourse and 

cognition the sociocognitive approach to CDA tries to answer. (Van Dijk 2009: 69; 

Van Dijk 2011:32; Wodak & Meyer 2009: 25) 

As briefly mentioned in the previous subsection (2.2 Discourse and other key 

concepts), the sociocognitive approach expands the meaning of ‘context’ to include 

mental representations as well as the environment, situation and social variables like 

participants’ role, gender and age. The way knowledge is represented in our minds 

and how we use it has a crucial impact on discourse even when it remains implicit as 

it often does. 

Discourse processing is not just language processing but also knowledge processing.  

To produce and understand discourse as a coherent sequence of sentences, we need 

to construct mental models of the situations they refer to, and in order to do that we 

need to activate, apply and specify general knowledge. Vice versa, the new mental 

models constructed in our understanding of discourse may be used to update our 

general knowledge of the world, as we do daily by watching, reading, listening to 

news reports in the mass media, novels or professional literature or when we 

participate in conversations. . (Van Dijk 2011: 32) 

 

These mental models are the resource pool we choose from when interpreting 

messages and making sense of the discourse situation. The mental models active in a 

given situation are called context models. They are specific mental models active in 

our episodic memory that help us adjust our discourse production and interpretation 

according to the social situation. They are simple, since the need to be kept in our 

working memory, and they adapt to the ongoing situation dynamically. Because of 

our reliance on models to provide efficiency, our interpretations are vulnerable to 



14 

 

 

mistakes and deficiencies. (Van Dijk 2006:367; Van Dijk 2009: 73-75; Van Dijk 

2011: 29, 31) 

Mental models are personal, which is why people may interpret a situation in many 

different ways, but when they become part of the social cognition they are also 

communal, culturally shared ways of thinking. We maintain a theory of mind: an 

idea about what the other people participating in the communication situation know, 

think and feel. The closer our cultural and social backgrounds are, the more we can 

correctly assume about each other’s knowledge and assumptions – the closer our 

mental models are. In addition to the socially shared representations, mental models 

contain our personal histories – our beliefs and opinions. Since our experiences are 

unique, our mental modes are never entirely identical to someone else’s. 

Furthermore, in communication situation the context selection – which context 

models become activated – is based on our personal interests. We choose elements of 

the communication situation and they become part of the context only if we deem 

them relevant. (Van Dijk 2006: 369; Van Dijk 2009: 75; Van Dijk 2011: 29, 31) 

The context model has an effect on what we focus on and what we consider 

important in a communication situation. The goal of manipulation is to influence 

which of our mental models get activated into the context model. The producer of the 

message has several ways of achieving their goal. (Van Dijk 2009: 69) I shall discuss 

these in the following subsection (2.4 Manipulative discourse). 

 

2.4 Manipulative discourse 

The interpretation of discourse happens in our short term memory with specific 

operative goal of economical and efficient understanding of the message. We want to 

save our cognitive energy and time and, thus, take shortcuts and make fast guesses 

and conclusions about the meaning of the message rather than conduct full analyses 

of the text and the context of the discourse situation. The efficient use of these 

inherent limitations and imperfections of our cognitive system is what makes 

manipulative communication so effective. It merely utilizes the drawbacks of our 

rapid processing and functions exactly like any other discourse. It does not cause us 

to process information any different. This is why it works and why it may be difficult 
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for us to even detect when we are being manipulated. (Maillat & Oswald 2011: 71; 

Van Dijk 2006: 365-366) 

Meaning-making is a calculation of effort and effect. As an audience, we try to find 

meaning in any message only until we come up with the first interpretation that fits 

our expectation of relevance. That is, our mind keeps searching for explanation until 

it finds one that it deems relevant and valuable enough. Then it stops searching and 

all the possible alternative interpretations – including potentially more accurate ones 

- remain undiscovered. This is called contextual selection. Cognitive effort is 

required in understanding the meaning of the message, and we strive to be 

economical. The stronger and the more accessible an interpretation is, the more 

likely it is that the interpreter will choose it. Furthermore, the less effort it takes to 

arrive at a conclusion about a message, more relevant it will be to us. (Maillat & 

Oswald 2011: 72) Our desire for easy conclusions leaves us susceptible to 

manipulation. 

The first representation to yield satisfactory balance between effort and effect will be 

selected. – [A]ccessibility and strength contribute respectively to highly probable 

selection and a high probability of validity. (Maillat & Oswald 2011: 72) 

 

The goal of manipulation is threefold and ranges from influencing the immediate 

interpretation to building our long term memory and impacting our values. First step 

is to affect our choice of context model by controlling the mental models that get 

activated in the situation and have crucial influence on our interpretation. Through 

this situational interpretation, manipulative discourse has potential in changing the 

more permanent mental models we create in the situation. These mental models are 

stored in our long term memory as attitudes and opinions and have a potential for 

getting activated in other discourse situations. Manipulation that manages to get 

stored as mental models has much more broad-ranging effects. Moreover, when these 

beliefs gain further ground among members of a social group and in a society, they 

become socially shared truths and ideologies and as social cognitions have even 

more significance in building our social reality. (Van Dijk 2006: 367-369) 

When we interpret a message, we rely on the selected context models in our short 

term memory. Manipulation tries to affect our interpretation via targeting our content 

selection with two strategies: the effort-oriented and the effect-oriented. The effort-
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oriented strategy aims to make assumptions about the meaning of a message more 

accessible so that they are easier for the interpreter to come to; so that it requires less 

effort to adapt that particular assumption. The effect-oriented strategy tries to make 

assumptions stronger and more prominent so that they capture the interpreter’s 

attention and get favoured over other possible assumptions. The aim of both 

strategies is to make an assumption appear so pertinent that it gets judged by the 

audience as the most relevant interpretation of the message. Both the strategies can 

be used to make assumptions about a message more notable and more likely to be 

chosen as part of the context model. (Maillat & Oswald 2011: 74) 

In our effort to economize cognitive energy needed to interpret messages, we employ 

many heuristic rules (Waltman & Haas 2011: 41). There are several tactics used in 

discourses to make assumptions more salient, many of them making use of these 

decision-making short cuts.  I shall discuss them below and comment on how they 

manifest in the discourse of The Dog Whisperer in my analysis in the section 4 

(Analysis) and in a more concentrated from in the section 5 (Discussion).  

In the list of characteristics of manipulative discourse below, I have emphasized each 

feature in order to make them visually more accessible for a quick reference. 

Embedding messages in emotional context can conceal their content, because 

dealing with emotional messages can overwhelm our cognitive resources. Emotional 

framing can cause audience to deem as not relevant – even completely ignore – 

everything not related to the processing of the primary, emotional context. (Maillat & 

Oswald 2011: 78) Appealing to emotions and values of the recipients is another 

way of involving the emotions of the message interpreter and convincing them into 

aligning with the message. (Van Dijk 2006: 376) 

Making certain features of communication more prominent makes them more 

visible to the audience and thus increases the possibility that they will not only take 

note of them, but also value them as important. Also, turning focus on certain aspects 

the message can be used to conceal others the producer wants the audience to ignore. 

All the modes can be harnessed in upstaging features of communication: in written 

text the font size and style set title texts apart; in speech clear or muddled articulation 

guides listeners’ attention; images can support messages and within images some 
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features can be made more noticeable than others; sound volume and frequency 

make it stand out. In language, giving information theme position makes it more 

prominent in the minds of interpreters. (Van Dijk 2006: 365-366; Van Dijk 2009: 68) 

Repetition not only intensifies a message’s prominence, but it also increases its truth 

value in the eyes of a receiver. The perceived degree of validity increases when the 

message is repeated over and over again. (Maillat and Oswald 2011: 74; Van Dijk 

2006:370) In a similar fashion, ample argumentation and proof r pseudo-proof 

works as validator of the message content just by mere volume. (Van Dijk 2006: 

376) 

Ascribing a message to an expert or an authority adds to its significance. You can 

emphasize someone’s expertise or assign expertise to someone in order to make 

messages they produce more valuable. Expertise can be assigned by various ways: by 

adapting ways of speech and conduct associated with an expert and by referring to a 

known authority and lending their expertise, for example. Fame is often confused to 

authority by receivers. (Maillat & Oswald 2011: 75-76; Van Dijk 2006: 375-376; 

Waltman & Haas 2011:41)  

Creating a sense of consensus increases the strength of an argument by 

emphasizing or claiming that there are number of supporters behind it. (Maillat & 

Oswald 2011: 75-76; Waltman & Haas 2011: 41) Consensus can be achieved 

through participant performance, but also linguistically, for example, through use of 

lexical cohesion and implication.  

Focusing on the preferred beliefs the message producer wants the audience to 

internalize and discrediting or ignoring any other alternatives, naturally increases the 

possibility that the audience will focus on them, too. (Hart 2011: 174) 

There are many linguistic features involved in manipulation. For example 

passivization – forming sentences in passive tense even when an agent would clearly 

be present – obscures the link between an agent and action. Metaphors and 

categories can frame messages and persuade audience in a wanted interpretation. 

(Hart 2011: 181) 
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Essentially, the goal of manipulation is to make the recipient first less resistant to 

manipulation by encouraging shallow processing and then by using weaknesses of 

the regular cognitive interpretation system to foreground the wanted mental models 

into context models and through that advance the preferred interpretations. (Maillat 

& Oswald 2011: 70; Van Dijk 2006: 376) 
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3 Method and material 

In this section, I shall explain how my research question, material and methods 

interacted in forming the backbone of this study. I shall begin by telling how the 

sample was selected and by giving some background information about The Dog 

Whisperer, the television show being analysed. Then, I shall move on to clarifying 

the methods used in my analysis and to detailing how I treated the material. Along 

the way, I shall comment on how previous research on similar subjects has helped 

me in the process.  

 

3.1 Material 

The Dog Whisperer is a reality TV show built around the character of Cesar Millan. 

Each episode demonstrates Millan’s dog training techniques in an at least seemingly 

real-life case. In the show Millan explains his dog training philosophy, demonstrates 

his methods and gives tips to his television clients. The program is a classic example 

of the infotainment type of reality genre where entertainment meets education (Hill 

2005: 24). The show premiered in 2004 and aired until 2012. Re-runs are still 

programmed all over the world – sometimes with slight alterations in how the film 

material is cut and with different title sequences. The episodes are also available on 

DVD. 

After being discontinued, The Dog Whisperer was replaced the following year by a 

reality format called Leader of the Pack involving rehabilitation of rescue dogs. The 

series only lasted one season. The latest follow-up, Cesar 911, was announced to get 

a second season in April 2014, and involves Millan making surprise calls on clients 

involved by their friends or neighbours.   

Altogether nine seasons consisting of over 150 episodes of The Dog Whisperer have 

been aired. The show originally had a half-hour time slot which the television 

channel, National Geographic, later extended to a full hour due to the show 

popularity. Thus, there are dozens of hours of potential material and hundreds of 

cases of dogs treated that could be analysed for the purpose of this study. 
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Many things affect your sample choice: your research question, your method, time 

and resources allotted for your research… On the other hand, your sample affects 

and restricts research questions and methods. Going through hours of television 

material in order to subtract quantitative results concerning The Dog Whisperer was 

not viable in terms of time allocated for my thesis. Even more importantly, 

quantitative analysis would not have delivered all the angles related to the successful 

construction of Cesar Millan as a dog training authority. Thus, I opted for a 

qualitative study of discourse features constructing the authority of Millan in The 

Dog Whisperer. This meant that the sample could not be too large. My choice of 

methods constrained it even further. 

Television is an audio-visual medium – image, sound and text all play a part in 

influencing the audience – which made a multimodal approach to my material 

necessary. As conducting a multimodal analysis can be extremely time-consuming 

(Pollak 2008: 81, 83), I narrowed my sample down to a single case of a dog being 

rehabilitated by Cesar Millan. In order to detect all the layers of how Millan’s 

authority in the show is constructed, I chose to scrutinize a small sample more 

thoroughly rather than to take a sweeping look of a larger. This delivered better and 

more exhaustive results regarding my research question. 

There was no reason to select a particular episode or a particular case, so I decided to 

examine the very first case presented in The Dog Whisperer (Milio 2004) it being 

one of the cases that initially won the audiences over to the new show. In addition to 

the story of the problem dog, I included the overall structure and reoccurring features 

of the show – such as title and disclaimer - in my analysis. In the end, I had about 

twelve minutes of the TV show transcribed and analysed for this study. The amount 

may seem meagre at first, but it is quite representative of the show in general. Reality 

TV as a genre is highly formulaic and all the episodes contain the same structures, 

features and ideas. As is evident in the analysis, this small sample does provide the 

answers to my research question of how Cesar Millan’s authority is constructed in 

The Dog Whisperer series. 
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3.2 Methods for multimodal analysis 

As mentioned in the section 2.1 (Critical Discourse Analysis), CDA as a paradigm 

does not dictate a definite methodology, but rather embraces several ways of 

examining discourses in societies. A solid method is, nevertheless, a necessity. Its 

purpose is to guide researches in making correct, unprejudiced judgements about 

what is and what is not true in their material. Furthermore, a well-articulated method 

helps to accommodate requirements of transparency and reproductability by 

rendering a researcher’s observations observable to others. Within CDA framework 

it is paramount that the researcher be self-critical and direct about their own relation 

to the research subject. This includes that incorporated methods need to be reported 

in sufficient detail, as well. (Pollak 2008: 82; Titscher & Jenner 2000: 12, 16-17; 

Wodak & Meyer, 2009:3) 

While there are occasions when choosing to focus on just one modal aspect of a TV 

show and only studying speech or imagery or sounds would be justified, focusing on 

a single modality would not have sufficed alone in answering my research question. 

Audience manipulation is a multimodal effort as we can see in the analysis. 

Consequently, I included all the main filmic modes of the television show and their 

interaction in my analysis: sound and music, image, written and spoken language. I 

shall discuss details of analysing these modes in the next subsection (3.3 Organizing 

and analysing the material). 

Articles written and co-written by Wodak (e.g. 2006) on CDA and methodology 

were a great help in finding the appropriate methods and processes for my thesis. Her 

description of CDA methodology sums up the process perfectly: 

CDA places its methodology in the hermeneutic rather than in the analytical-

deductive tradition.  -- DA distinguishes between a more content-oriented phase of 

(1) structure analysis and a more linguistically oriented phase of (2) fine analysis. 

(Wodak & Meyer 2009: 28) 

This interpretative, two-phased process was indeed what was performed here – the 

analysis moved back and forth between the sample and the theoretical background 

and circulated between levels of the immediate language, the intertextual and the 

paralinguistic features as suggested by Wodak and Meyer (2009: 30-31).  
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In analysing the different modes, I used Pollak’s (2008) approach to TV 

documentary analysis as a starting point. His multimodal method is based on Rick 

Iedema’s work (2002) in social semiotics and on CDA principles. This frame for 

analysis was complemented by details from different sources. I applied methods for 

text analysis as summarized by Titscher and Jenner (2000) based on 

recommendations by Van Dijk (2009: 68) and based my visual semiotic analysis on 

Norris (2004). In analysing music and sound, I used Cook’s (2001) observations in 

analysing television advertising as a reference. 

In interpreting dog behaviour, I relied on knowledge gathered for example from 

Aloff (2005) and McConnell (e.g. 2001, 2012). My skills in observing dog behaviour 

have been acquired over several years. A trained eye certainly helped in seeing what 

was going on in the footage analysed. 

Categories of camera angles and shot types were adopted from classification 

documented on the Media College Internet site (Wavelength Media 2012).  

 

3.3 Organizing and analysing the material 

One of the first decisions facing a researcher opting for multimodal analysis is the 

selection of the filmic modes to be included and the detail incorporated in 

transcribing and analysing the chosen modes. The main filmic modes I included in 

my transcription were text, image and sound. I shall discuss details below.  Then, one 

has to decide on how to organize and categorize the material (Wodak & Meyer 2009: 

27). Finally, one has to decide which linguistic and prosodic features are included in 

the transcription of the text. (Pollak 2008: 92)  

Pollak (2008) bases his method on work of Iedema (2002) and suggests choosing 

from various units of visual elements when organizing a transcript: frame, shot, 

scene, sequence and generic stage (Iedema 2002: 189; Pollak 2008: 90). I shall 

explain the elements relevant in this study in more detail shortly. 

While dissecting my material frame-by-frame could prove fruitful in analysing dog 

body language and recognizing details of their behaviour, expressions and gaze, it 

was too detailed a level for the purpose of this study to use in arranging my material. 
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Scene appeared to be an appropriate level at first, but it soon became apparent that it 

was too crude. Episodes of The Dog Whisperer are put together in collages with 

speech of one scene overlapping to imagery of another. This creates a sense of 

cohesion and the forward-moving rhythm of the show. Organizing material in scenes 

would lose information relating to this aspect of the dialogue between text and 

image. Thus, I decided to organize the sample into shots based on image content and 

into sequences based on topical content. 

A shot is the smallest unit in the organization of my transcript. It is an unedited piece 

of camera work. The camera may zoom, pan or track during a shot, but there are no 

cuts. A sequence consists of several shots that may be filmed at different times and 

different places, but the content is topically coherent: the camera follows a certain 

character or depicts a certain subtopic. The smallest unit of transcript organization 

being visual, on many occasions the transcript of a speech sequence fell into two or 

more shots. I paid particular attention to identification sequences as suggested by 

Scollon (1998: 159-161) in his analysis on television news. I shall refer to the 

sequences I used in my organization in my analysis: 

 Title sequence 

 Identification sequence of NuNu and Tina 

 Resolution sequence 

 Identification sequence of Cesar Millan 

 Demonstration sequences (main and two sub demos) 

 Education sequences interlacing with the demonstrations 

 Evaluation sequence 

 

Regarding the text, I not only wrote down the content and the social actor uttering it, 

but also marked pauses, hesitation and emphasis. I made side remarks about 

intonation and pitch. In the content, I analysed theme and topic, agency and 

passivization, metaphors and vocabulary, lexical cohesion, implication, 

presupposition, vagueness and pseudo-factuality. The meaning of these concepts will 

become evident through my analysis. (Hart 2011: 181; Titscher & Jenner 2000: 162; 

Van Dijk 2009: 68-69)  

The analysis of visual elements consisted of image content and composition, camera 

angles, camera movement, social actors and their actions namely proxemes (i.e. 
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distances from other social actors), posture, gestures, head movement and gaze. 

(Norris 2004). I included comments about how these actions were partly created by 

production choices: by cutting and re-arranging the film material and sound. 

Furthermore, I made observations about some visual modality markers such as 

saturation, colour differentiation, colour modulation, absence of colour and 

abstraction of details, depth, illumination and brightness. All the mentioned features 

are manipulated in documentaries to mark authenticity and credibility. (Pollak 2008: 

87)  

I considered how image structures were created and what they represented. Were 

they conceptual, non-connective representations applying meaning to the things they 

signified, or were they narrative structures connecting images through actions, events 

and change. I paid attention to movement towards and away from social actors and 

actions done to and by social actors in the sample. (Pollak 2008:85)  I included the 

dog as a social actor commenting his actions indicating intent and emotional state as 

well as the humans’. In doing so, I constantly considered species specific behaviour 

features. I included commentary when action of a social actor was caused by 

production such as the dog reacting to the camera or something behind the camera. 

I commented sound effects such as barking or abrupt noises as well as music in the 

film material. I paid particular attention to changes and timing of those changes, 

linking of music and sounds with events and social actors making notes about the 

mood of the music. I also commented absence of music in my transcript.  

I have accounted the features I included in my analysis regarding each filmic mode, 

but just as important as scrutinizing messages created by individual modes, it is to 

consider interplay of the modes. Often the combined effect of modes outweighs that 

of any individual mode – content of the message may change in interaction with 

other modes. (Cook 2001: 43) I marked in my transcript the changes in spoken 

content, music and sound and key images and analysed causal chains related to them. 

(Pollak 2008: 83)   
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3.4 Categorizing the material 

It is evident that there are numerous things to look at in multimodal analysis of film 

and the whole endeavour can easily feel overwhelming. In determining what is 

important in the analysed material, I used Pollak’s method of deciding on relevant 

categories and discovering indicators for recognizing them. This helped the analysis 

to focus on features helpful in answering the research question and was particularly 

useful in synthesizing different modes and finding relevant patterns in how they 

interact. Structuring the data to be analysed helps to determine what is relevant in the 

research material and what is not. Even inspection of a sample as small as mine 

benefits greatly from categorization as it helps the researcher to focus on answering 

the research question. (Pollak 2008: 82) 

The categories I deemed significant for my analysis aiming to explain how authority 

and credibility of Millan is fashioned in The Dog Whisperer series were: 

 Representation of the dog 

 Representation of the clients 

 Representation of Cesar Millan 

 Contextualizing of dog behaviour 

 References to dog-human relationship  

 Traces of production processes 

 Causal chains represented by various modes  

 

I read studies about various things – different discourses, narrative, argumentation 

and persuasion – to gain ideas about what might help to explain how Millan’s 

authority is constructed. This is when I realized that my material could be looked at 

in the light of manipulative discourse. Another round of categorizing involved 

relating features I had found in my material to manipulative communication as 

described by Maillat and Oswald (2011) and Van Dijk (2006). It was a synthesis of 

these two sets of categories that through a few cycles formed into categories I used in 

organizing my analysis in this paper. I then organized my findings and gathered 

additional data according to the formed categories as suggested by Wodak and 

Meyer (2009: 27).   
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4 Analysis 

 

Each episode of The Dog Whisperer consists of two or more cases of alleged 

problem dogs being treated by Millan. The cases are solved in succession and 

packaged together with conventional reality TV elements: disclaimer, introduction 

scene, theme music, title text, several repetitive recaps, show credits and a teaser for 

the following episode in the end. The cases themselves follow the problem-solution 

narrative structure with its four elements: situation, problem, solution and evaluation 

(Hoey 1997: 85). In this section, I shall analyse how the characteristics of the TV 

show and the discourse content of the narrative manipulate audiences into accepting 

Millan as a dog training authority. I shall make observations from two perspectives:  

 What are the methods used in manipulating audience reception. 

 What evidence does the material contain about the situation being a 

construction. 

 

The sample analysed tells the story of NuNu, a Chihuahua, and Tina, his owner, and 

Barcley, her roommate. Tina has recently adopted NuNu, but encounters problems 

when his behaviour towards people proves to be hostile. Barcley is NuNu’s first 

victim. Other social actors in the story are the male voiceover and Millan in his 

incarnations of a dog behaviourist making a house-call and an expert commenting 

the situation. Although not exactly characters in the narrative, the camera and the 

production crew on some occasions appear as kinds of social actors for the analyst, 

since they at times have an obvious effect on the dog’s behaviour. 

The organization of my analysis is based on the threefold structure used in creating 

Millan’s authority. Firstly, I shall explore the foundation of the construction: how the 

audience’s emotions are aroused in order to impair their judgement. Secondly, I shall 

discuss how audience’s preferred context model is deployed. Thirdly, I shall make 

observations on how the story narrative and features of its content function in the 

construction. All through my commentary, I shall give examples on how the methods 

of manipulative communication discussed in the section 2.4 (Manipulative discourse) 

are applied in The Dog Whisperer. I shall draw conclusions about the layers used in 
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the construction of Millan’s authority and about how different modes are involved in 

it in the section 5 (Discussion). 

 

My analysis includes many examples from the dialogue in my sample. In the 

examples, I have used the following mark-up conventions: 

 Underlining to draw a reader’s attention to the analysed feature 

 Bold text to convey emphasize given by the speaker 

 Dashes -- to indicate pause in the speech, - for short moment of hesitation. 

 [Brackets] to separate comments from dialogue 

 

I have used two indicators for Millan in the dialogues: 

 Cesar indicates his dog behaviourist persona 

 Cesar comment. indicates his expert commentator persona 

I have commented Millan’s double presence in the show in the subsection 4.2.2.2. 

(The expert). 

 

4.1 Laying the emotional foundation 

As was discussed earlier in the subsection 2.4 (Manipulative Discourse), a common 

method used in manipulative communication is framing messages in emotionally 

overpowering context. Because we strive for economizing our cognitive effort and 

because of the prominence of emotion, emotional setting has the power to 

monopolize our focus almost exclusively. We tend to pay significantly less attention 

to the actual content when our feelings are stimulated. Thus, when a producer wishes 

to obfuscate their message, they can do so by embedding it in emotional context. 

(Maillat & Oswald 2011: 78) 

In The Dog Whisperer, audience reactions are carefully manipulated as the viewers 

are guided through a rollercoaster of emotions as the story progresses. This forms the 

foundation incorporated in order to influence the audiences. All the other techniques 

discussed later in my analysis succeed, because viewers’ focus is first impacted, and 

they are only shallow processing the content.  
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In this subsection, I shall discuss the different means used in my sample to arouse 

emotion and to encourage shallow processing. Several methods are used with all the 

main filmic modes involved: 

 Music and sound 

 Speech and language 

 Image 

The modes function together and alone to support the story and to produce the 

wanted audience reaction. I shall comment on their co-operation throughout this 

section and draw some concluding remarks in the section 5 (Discussion). 

 

4.1.1 Music and sound 

The power possessed by music to evoke feelings is a recognized fact. Although 

associations one gets from certain type of music are personal and cannot be 

determined precisely (Cook 2001: 45), there are plenty of cultural – even biological – 

factors governing our reactions (Balkwill & Thompson 1999; Fritz & al. 2009). We 

all know from watching Hollywood movies how adept the entertainment business is 

at using music for conveying mood and attracting reactions. In The Dog Whisperer, 

background music alternates with silence in a meaningful way, and the music is 

further complemented with less integrated sound bites made with computer and 

instruments. Particularly prominent is the role of drums in accentuating escalating 

drama and aggression, and the long string notes in anticipating approaching 

problems.  

In The Dog Whisperer, the music and sound express a story that is in accordance 

with the scripted narrative plot I shall discuss more in the section 4.3 (Constructing a 

success story). In the identification sequence of Tina, the dog owner, we see a cute 

little dog trotting next to her and hear happy and energetic Latino music. The music 

fades away before a plot twist reveals NuNu’s aggression issues. The pause gives 

audience a break before they are abruptly introduced to a different emotion when 

Tina exposes that NuNu had bitten her roommate, Barcley. The same transitional 

technique is used again later: the music and sounds pause for a while before another 

mood change and another turn in the story is revealed. Now slow, loose, repeated 
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piano structures accord the tear jerker of the sample when Tina and Barcley account 

their resolution to keep NuNu despite their problems with him. 

The musical elements used in moments of suspense, shock and fear are less coherent 

and more abrupt and function well in creating suspense and indicating a threat. The 

title sequence of The Dog Whisperer is one such example signposting a warning with 

its metallic noise and incessant barking sounds. Looming danger is indicated by a 

gradually growing long string and synthetizer notes. Throughout the middle part of 

the story, the soundscape is ominous, aggressive and stressful including several yaps, 

snarls and squeals produced by NuNu. Only after Millan has demonstrated his alpha 

roll and explained his dog philosophy, does the music transform into coherent 

structures again the melodic tunes indicating the solution being now achieved.  

Towards the end, the melodies and the instruments used to play them carry on 

elaborating the progression of the story moving from loungy jazz music of relief 

during Millan’s final demonstration sequence to even more optimistic soft, bass-

filled piece in the evaluation sequence. The case of NuNu and Tina ends with a 

happy flute tune and – literally – with a high note.  

 

4.1.2 Speech and language 

In stirring emotion, speech functions a lot like music and sound (Juslin & Laukka 

2003: 770). Although vocabulary and content do contribute, it is the prosody that 

does the most emotional manipulation. Tina in particular is very adept at creating 

suspense in her speech by placing pauses in critical places. Soon after Barcley is first 

introduced to the viewer, Tina reveals that NuNu attacked her:  

Tina: She tried to pet him and -- he went after her.

 

Because of the premise of the show, the audience knows to expect a problem, but the 

effect is still sudden and dramatic emphasized by the pause in Tina’s utterance and 

also by her dramatic choice of words. 
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The voiceover has an important role in interpreting the dog problem as serious – as 

well as in creating the impression of urgency in the situation. The deep gravity of the 

male voiceover narrating the progression of the story strengthens the emotion raised 

by his dramatic commentary of ‘good dogs gone bad’ and ‘badly needed attitude 

adjustment’ for NuNu. I shall discuss the role of the voiceover in constructing NuNu 

as a problem dog is in the section 4.3.1 (The problem). 

The emotionally most powerful moment, as far as the language and content is 

concerned, is the resolution sequence. In addition to a sense of destiny – of the dog 

choosing you – familiar from certain aspects of contemporary discourse on dogs, 

there is a lot of anthropomorphizing. This attribution of human thoughts and feelings 

to the dog may well explain its impact on our emotion. The sequence starts with Tina 

emphasizing Barcley’s role in her decision to keep the dog. Lexical repetition (‘that 

dog’, ‘leave’, ‘good dog’ etc.) accentuates the importance of the moment and gives 

the audience a possibility to revel in the sentiment. 

Tina: She's the one who talked me out of giving him to Chihuahua rescue. 

When we talked to Chihuahua rescue, she said: we can’t do this, Tina. 

He's your dog. 

 

Barcley: I think, you're not leaving that dog. That little mean dog that bites me, 

you can't leave it there. You know he's a good dog, he's a good dog. 

He's obviously had a really hard life and -- You know he's still here. 

He found someone who loves him and he's just sticking up for 

himself.

 

Tina: I think this dog chose me. I think he -- he -- I'm his person. He's 

content -- when he's with me and that's another reason why I couldn't 

give him up.

 

I shall discuss the resolution sequence further in the following subsection below. 

 

4.1.3 Image 

Most of the footage used in the sample is shot and cut in a fashion typical for reality 

TV, and thus, image contributes less to the emotional atmosphere and more to the 

constructed realism and the credibility aspect of the audience manipulation. I shall 

discuss these features later in the section 4.2.3 (The reality genre).  
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There are, nevertheless, a few occasions when imagery carries emotive weight. All of 

them occur at key moments of the plot when all the modes come together to create a 

particular emphasis on the message produced. These occasions are: 

 The title sequence 

 The identification sequence of Cesar Millan 

 The scenes showing NuNu’s aggressive behaviour 

 The resolution sequence where Tina and Barcley decide to keep NuNu 

 

I shall discuss the title sequence in the section 4.2.1 (The dog discourses), 

identification sequence of Millan in detail in the section 4.2.2.1 (The shaman) and 

the scenes labelling NuNu as aggressive in the section 4.3.1 (The problem).  

The resolution sequence mentioned also in the previous subsection (4.1.2 Speech and 

Language), where Tina and Barcley decide to keep NuNu despite the problems they 

encounter with him, is one of the climaxes of the story. The zoomed-in close up of 

Barcley’s face tearing up and at the same time looking bright, optimistic and 

resolute, is one of the most emotional moments in the story image-wise. The image is 

shot at a closer distance than the usual head shots in the sample bringing the audience 

into a more intimate relationship with Barcley and the decision just being made in 

the story (Pollak 2008: 87).  

The power of the shot (cf. image 1 below) is in activation of our brain mirror 

neurons. Seeing other people’s emotions creates a mirror reaction in our brain 

detectable in fMRI scans. We 

experience within ourselves 

reflections of the feelings and 

actions we witness in others. This 

is the root of empathy and our 

ability to affectively orientate 

towards others – including 

television characters. (Carr & al. 

2003; Bastiaansen & al. 2009) It 

is also one of the reasons why we 

align with the story told to us in 

Image 1. Identifying with Barcley’s emotions distract the 

audience from reviewing the content critically. 
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The Dog Whisperer and one of the methods we are emotionally manipulated into 

shallow processing its messages.   

In The Dog Whisperer, image is less connected to the storyline than speech, music or 

sound. We are quite often able to observe images that are categorically incongruent 

with the story expressed in other modes: without cute music, a cute trotting dog 

changes in to a poor little scared dog; without sound effects, NuNu bearing teeth 

makes much less of an impact. Furthermore, an image of calm NuNu does not 

illustrate Millan’s monologue about dominant misbehaviour very well. 

When put together with the other modes and portioned by the production into desired 

cuts, however, the image contributes to the emotional manipulation of the viewer in 

all the key moments of the story. 

For the audience, the case of NuNu is an ebb and flow of sentiments. In the twelve 

minutes of the sample, they sense danger, are happy for Tina, are shocked when 

NuNu acts aggressively, are humbled by the resolution to keep him, sense calmness 

and hope, anticipate problems, are shocked again, endure stress when the dog is 

handled and gradually ease into a catharsis brought on by successful rehabilitation in 

the end. All these passions preoccupy the viewers: there is not much cognitive space 

left for dissecting the messages emanating amidst all the drama.  

 

4.2 Building the preferred context model 

In the previous section (4.1 Laying the emotional foundation), I explained how the 

emotional framing of the story functions as a foundation for audience manipulation 

in The Dog Whisperer. This foundation is employed when the story is further framed 

in order to control the audience’s interpretations. In this section, I shall discuss how 

audience’s context model is influenced by enclosing the story with elements that 

guide audience perception and how they interpret the story and messages it carries. 

The elements involved in building a preferred context model for the audiences are: 

 The incorporated dog discourses 

 The construction of the character of Cesar Millan 

 The reality TV genre 
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4.2.1 The dog discourses 

The story of NuNu – how the situation is introduced, how it is assessed, how the dog 

is treated and what is the preferred outcome – only makes sense within its context. 

There is a larger discourse – or rather several discourses – of dogs emanating from 

our current social reality. The discourses are both diverse and contradicting, and 

impose varying degrees of impact on how we view dogs and how we talk about 

them. The features form these discourses present in The Dog Whisperer function as 

an imposed background ideology regarding dogs and form a part the context model 

the audience is preferred to assume when interpreting the story. 

There are two main strands of dog discourse detectable in The Dog Whisperer. First, 

there is the extremely prominent discourse of dominance – the very basis of Millan’s 

dog philosophy. Second, there is a discourse of dogs as lovable companion animals. I 

shall discuss both these aspects later in this section and deliberate how the dog 

discourses spring to existence through different modalities in the sample. First, 

however, I shall explore the concept of dominance. 

 

 The discourse of dominance 4.2.1.1

For the benefit of those readers who are less familiar with the history of dog training, 

research on canids and the concept of dominance, I shall begin this section by 

discussing the social dominance theory and dogs. After all, the concept of dominance 

is central to Millan’s discourse about dogs and the very basis of his dog problem 

diagnoses. After that, I shall move on to discussing how the discourse of dominance 

is present in The Dog Whisperer.  

Drews (1993) lists thirteen definitions for the term ‘dominance’ in his study 

exploring the different uses of the concept in animal behaviour research. Evidently, 

there can be a lot of confusion about what it means, and many scholars believe the 

notion should be disregarded altogether (Drews 1993: 283). The Dog Whisperer and 

Millan advance the meaning of the concept where dominance is related to social rank 

and aggression. This includes an underlying assumption that there is a linear social 
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hierarchy where all the dogs will – through agonistic behaviour – eventually find 

their place in, and that dogs view human beings as part of that hierarchy. Behavioural 

problems of dogs are perceived as stemming from their desire to contest the human 

leadership and to attain a power position as the ‘alpha dog’ of the pack. Furthermore, 

this kind of ambition is seen as a common characteristic in dogs. 

The history of the social dominance theory in the dog training world dates back to 

the 1970s when behaviour observed among captive wolves was interpreted to 

indicate wolf and canine behaviour in general. The co-existence of the studied 

wolves – dislocated from their original packs and now living confined in captivity – 

was volatile and there were bursts of severe aggression. Zimen (1975) who was 

conducting the studies concluded that the bloodshed was related to – among other 

reasons – rank, and the more aggression a wolf expressed, the higher its rank was in 

the social hierarchy of the group. (Van Kerkhove 2004: 280) 

Drawing conclusions about dog behaviour based on the social dominance theory has 

three problems. Firstly, research has since the 1970s proved that the interpretations 

based on observations of captive wolves were faulty. Wolf packs in nature generally 

consist of a breeding pair and their offspring and should be seen as extended 

families: the hierarchies and roles are flexible and positions are based on age and 

experience. There are no dominance contests and there is no enforcement of 

hierarchy through aggressive behaviour in wolf packs in the wild. (Miklósi 2007: 82-

84; Van Kerkhove 2004: 281) Secondly, while the grey wolf is the closest relative of 

the dog, dogs are not descendants of wolves – rather both wolves and dogs are 

descendants of a shared ancestor. There are many characteristics these species share, 

but there are also crucial differences one being that the dog is domesticated, which 

affects its behaviour in numerous ways. Therefore, we should not assume that dogs 

behave the same as wolves. In fact, studies on feral dogs have shown them to be 

scavengers living in unstructured and fluid small groups of two or three – very 

different from the tight family packs of wolves. (Van Kerkhove 2004: 281) Thirdly, 

human beings are not dogs. We cannot tell how dogs perceive us or how they relate 

to us, but it is reasonable to assume that our behaviour and our characteristics cause 

dogs to view us differently to their own species rendering the ‘alpha dog’ analogue a 

much less useful construction in relating with dogs.   
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In conclusion, there is no proof of dominance hierarchies existing in dog packs or 

indicators that aggression or other behavioural issues we encounter with them would 

be related to their rank in our household. In popular discourse and shows like The 

Dog Whisperer, however, mixing dogs and the dominance theory continues to 

happen. The discourse of dominance is prevalent in the sample – particularly in 

Millan’s educational monologues – and it is the ideology of dominance Tina and 

Barkley learn from Millan, which is explicitly stated in their closing statements. 

Tina:  

 

 

Barcley: 

The most important thing I learned from Cesar is that I have to be 

more dominant rather than let my dog dominate me and everything I 

do in my life. 

 

I need to be dominant, as well. I think I was ehm sort of walking on 

eggshells around him. He needs to know that we're in control, he’s not 

in control. 

 

I shall now discuss how the discourse of dominance is expressed in the sample. The 

content of the dominance related dog discourse in my material can be summarized in 

four points:  

 Dogs are dangerous and need to be controlled. 

 There is a perpetual power battle between our species. 

 Activeness and agency in dogs is a problem. 

 Expressing dominance is a natural and effective way of relating to our dogs. 

 

The title sequence with its disclaimer contains an implicit warning about dogs:  

Voiceover: Do not attempt these techniques yourself without consulting a 

professional.

 

The disclaimer fends off legal disputes, but also functions as a narrative strategy. It is 

given prominence filling the whole screen and being repeated simultaneously in both 

speech and written text and later again after the commercial break in text. The 

seriousness of the disclaimer creates instant suspense and heightens the emotions of 

the viewers. The dramatic warnings followed by dogs lunging and baring teeth create 

a sense of danger. The quick succession of aggressive imagery – including images of 

dog handlers wrestling dogs onto ground – and sharp, metallic sound effects enhance 
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the sensation. The audience has been warned: dogs are dangerous and the world of 

dog training is a hazardous combat. 

Humans are juxtaposed with dogs: it is either us or them. The urgency of the 

situation is constructed early on in the episode by a take-out from the case of NuNu. 

Millan is pinning the Chihuahua down and commenting with a drama-enhancing 

pause:  

Cesar: This is part of the dominance. If I back away right now -- he wins.

  

 

The statement is accompanied by footage of NuNu showing aggression towards 

Millan’s hand. The same flash of teeth is played no less than three times within three 

seconds. The repetition simultaneously exaggerates the situation and validates the 

message. The audience is lead into making certain assumptions about the nature of 

the dog. The same footage is used five times in total throughout the sample. Overall, 

there are numerous teeth shown – a classic feature of the discourse of canine 

aggression. 

The battle of the species is ongoing, and dogs need to be controlled at all times. The 

conflict is territorial, and if we do not claim the space, the dog will. 

Cesar: You have to own your space and this is your kingdom, not his 

kingdom. By behaving this way you’re making this place his 

kingdom. Do you see it? What I did for him right now is he is invited 

to live in your kingdom.

The kingdom metaphora continues in a humorous text added in the beginning of the 

demonstration sequence located in Tina’s bedroom. The location is specified as text 

in the beginning as ‘Tina’s bedroom – formerly known as NuNu’s kingdom’. 

An active dog is considered problematic. This is illustrated by the imagery, where 

active, aggressive and calm moods of NuNu are often – but not always – used to 

demonstrate the story progression. In the language use, activeness comes across as 

even less desirable. The verbs associated with a problem dog are multiple and 

violent: ‘bite’, ‘nip’, ‘attack’. A good dog is an owned object – a loved possession at 

best – and only does two things: he ‘is’ and he ‘knows’. A good dog is an adjective: 
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‘cute’ and ‘little’, and he knows his place: his agency is reduced into human triggered 

behaviours. 

Tina: 

 

Cesar: 

 

Tina: 

Cesar:  

 

Tina:  

 

 

Cesar:  

 

 

I come home. He's exited, he comes up, he wants to lick my face. -- 

Do I continue to allow that or no? 

 

No. 

 

I stop that. 

 

No, you're going to allow that when you trigger the behaviour, not 

when he's doing it on his own. 

 

Oh… So right now I could call him over. Have him do his little 

behaviour. 

That's right.

The dangerousness of the active agency of any dog is controlled by relentless 

regulation of their behaviour. In the vocabulary of Millan, dogs are ‘rehabilitated’ 

and ‘handled’. Controlling them is necessary, because of their unescapable power 

hungry disposition. The cornerstone of Millan’s toolbox is ‘the alpha roll’ which 

involves turning the dog on his back and forcibly keeping him there until he becomes 

passive. In behavioural terms, this is called flooding: exposing the dog to the 

triggering stimuli – such as a hand restricting their movement – until they stop 

responding (Lindsay 2000: 230). The goal of rehabilitation is a passive canine 

responding only on cue. This is the natural order according to Millan – referring to 

nature of course being a very powerful legitimizer of his agenda. 

Cesar: In their natural world another dog will come, put him in the ground 

and make him surrender until he give up. Because human has never 

done something like this to him, he never surrendered to human. 

 

 The discourse of companion animals  4.2.1.2

The discourse of dominance and conflict provides a framework where Millan’s 

diagnosis and treatment of NuNu’s problems become viable. It can be argued that the 

setup is also very entertaining. There is, however, another quite different discourse of 

dogs negotiated into the series: that of dogs as lovable companion animals and pets.  
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The purpose of this softer discourse is to appeal to the audiences many of whom are 

of course dog lovers. From the narrative perspective, it also justifies the time and 

effort put into rehabilitating and training the dog. The discourse of dogs as worthy 

objects of love is particularly present in both Tina’s and Barcley’s utterances during 

the resolution sequence I referred to in the section 4.1.2 (Speech and Language). It is 

also present in the voiceover’s remarks about Tina’s ‘dream’ of having ‘a dog to 

love’. Millan himself is more detached: 

Cesar: You are going to be able to get rid of those issues, if you represent 

authority figure -- but if you represent lovable figure, you're going to 

nurture his issues and you're going to develop new issues.

 

 

The example above depicts perfectly the clash between the two discourses on dogs 

found in The Dog Whisperer. The preferred discourse for Millan is that of authority 

and dominance, but in order to attract audiences, it needs to be complemented by a 

discourse of love and attachment. Liking and identifying with the characters makes it 

more probable that the audience will accept and adapt their interpretations and 

opinions (Waltman & Haas 2011: 42). The point of identification has mostly been 

attached to other actors in the story, but it has been negotiated into Millan’s 

character, as well. In the title sequence, the voiceover describes him as dogs’ ‘best 

friend’. In order to be likable, he cannot seem too intimidating an authority: 

Tina: 

 

Cesar: 

Normally he would attack you for getting on my bed. 

 

That's right -- in his eyes I own it. I can go anywhere in your house 

and feel comfortable, feel at home. He's not afraid of me. 

 

4.2.2 The character of Cesar Millan 

Amidst all the excitement of rapidly changing images of dogs and teeth and the 

ominous drumming, the title sequence contains a ray of hope as Millan boldly 

comments: 

Cesar: No dog is too much for me to handle. I rehabilitate dogs, I train 

people. I am -- The Dog Whisperer. 
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The villain and the hero of the story are clear even before it has begun. What is also 

evident in this early example, are the two complementary and contradictory positions 

of Millan’s character. The academic expert is present in the word ‘rehabilitate’ and 

the mystical hero in the title he uses of himself: ‘the dog whisperer’. In this section, I 

shall discuss how Millan’s character pulls its authority from two very different 

discourses of shamanism and an expert psychologist. 

 

 The shaman 4.2.2.1

In the identification sequence of Millan, the mood is tough and powerful with the 

electric guitar communicating energy and action, and the camera angles perpetrating 

masculine superiority (cf. image 2 below). We see a stern man looking decidedly into 

the horizon as he drives his SUV. Millan’s character comes across as powerful and 

godlike. His superhuman charisma is accentuated by showing his eyes only via a 

mirror – his gaze perhaps too potent to be looked at straight (cf. image 3 below).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A shaman’s task in a society is to channel information from sources not available to 

mortals and to bestow scathes of their power onto regular people (Ripinsky-Naxon 

1993: 64-65). Millan enters the scene as a shaman-like character possessing courage 

and powers of understanding unattainable to others. He knows the dog: he knows 

what they are thinking and he knows exactly how to influence them. There is a lot of 

anthropomorphic commentary on NuNu’s thoughts in Millan’s monologues and 

Image 2. The low camera angle bestows 

power onto Millan. 

Image 3. A dog whisperer possesses 

shaman-like charisma. 
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despite talking about the dog’s behaviour, most of Millan’s advice concerns about 

abstract thought control: letting NuNu know.  

Cesar:  

 

 

 

Cesar: 

It was very important to let him know that that couch wasn't gonna 

belong to him -- anymore. 

 

 

You gotta stay on your grounds and you have to let him know that 

behaviour is not wanted by you. 

 

Millan’s commentary on the dog is distanced by the repeated use of object 

complement structure.  

Cesar: He needs to smell me first. I need to become scent before sight before 

sound.  I need him to feel my calm assertive energy before 

emotionally exited energy. 

 

The example above is illustrative of Millan’s shaman persona. He does not train dogs 

or teach them – he works through his charisma supposedly rehabilitating dogs by 

projecting the right sort of ‘calm assertive’ energy onto them as repeated by his 

catchphrase. After the metamorphosis into a scent, only a hint of his shaman aroma is 

enough to fix the problem.  

In addition to mediating messages between this and the other world, a shaman acts as 

a ceremonial leader for his community (Ripinsky-Naxon 1993: 64-65). Just as there 

are taboos surrounding practicing shamanism, a disclaimer forbids audience to 

attempt Millan’s techniques at home. The ban notwithstanding, after demonstrating 

the alpha roll to Tina and Barcley, Millan, the shaman, reminds the audience of the 

correct customs: 

Cesar 

comment: 

So it is a very important ritual to practice and for Tina to see it. 

 

 The expert 4.2.2.2

Millan, the expert, is constructed in various ways and modes especially in the 

demonstration sequences. He enters his client’s house carrying a white notepad he 

then never uses. He is given the titles of ‘a dog behaviourist’ and ‘a dog 
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psychologist’ although he is not academically educated, and he uses vocabulary 

related to the discourses of the two professions: ‘behaviour’, ‘trigger’, ‘reward’, 

‘brain’, ‘state of mind’, ‘anxiety’, for instance. 

In performing the expert, Millan has two alter egos: there is the dog 

psychologist/behaviourist visiting his client and the expert commentator appearing as 

a talking head in the sample. Millan himself is the most important validator for his 

claims, actions and successes in the demonstrations. The structure where Millan the 

commentator confirms Millan the psychologist occurs on a regular basis during the 

demonstration sequences.  

The psychologist/behaviorist alter ego is given significant, uncut air time in the form 

of monologues. The content of the monologues does not make scientific sense, but 

by tapping into academic discourses as in the two examples below they, nevertheless, 

stage Millan as an authority.  

Cesar:  

 

Cesar: 

A physical psychological touch that is triggering his brain to be 

challenged by a human. 

 

 

If he is getting in to that zone, do not allow his brain to escalate too 

long.  

 

The length of shots in the demonstration sequences and the continuous speech 

without any background music create a sense of authenticity: it seems that the 

viewers are witnessing for themselves what actually happened. The background 

silence also marks Millan’s speech as more important than that of any other social 

actor in the sample. On the surface, Millan appears professional. The academic 

vocabulary and the firm prosody of his speech are accompanied by assertive and self-

assured hand gestures. This will easily misguide an emotionally preoccupied viewer 

into believing that the content of his speech and actions match the surface. 

 

4.2.3 The reality genre 

Many of us are experienced television viewers and consider ourselves wary of reality 

TV gimmicks. We know the film is cut and rearranged; we know the scenes are 
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manipulated; we know that the seemingly spontaneous situations are often 

constructed. We can distinguish reality TV from documentaries and we know that 

even they are scripted and produced and do not portray reality as is. Yet, 

occasionally we expect to learn something from these programmes and even when 

we do not, they influence our opinions and attitudes and play a part in the social 

construction of discourses. 

The audiences’ trust of reality TV shows is a complex issue. As a general rule, the 

more entertaining a show is the less truthfulness the audience expects to find in it. 

Overall, people tend to trust documentaries more than reality TV, although they do 

find dramatized reconstructions in reality TV programmes more believable than 

those in documentaries. Hill (2005) blames this on documentary fraud scandals, but I 

cannot help wondering what part the often very powerful emotional framing plays in 

the audience reception and trust of constructed scenes in reality programming. (Hill 

2005: 57, 60) 

Like many reality TV shows, The Dog Whisperer looks like it is documenting an 

actual real-life story. The closer the footage style is to that of the news documentary 

and investigative journalism, the more accurately the audience believes it to 

represent reality. The features of the show production – low saturation, use of hand-

held cameras, amateurish impromptu camera-angles, shots of everyday situations, 

loosely scripted and unscripted content and inclusion of non-professional actors – all 

target the same goal: they give us viewers the impression that we are seeing the 

reality for ourselves as it happened. The role of the people in the show is significant. 

The credibility of a reality TV show benefits greatly from plausible real people 

performances. (Hill 2005: 41, 53, 57, 62; Pollak 2008: 79) Millan and Tina in 

particular succeed well in playing their parts in my sample.  

The use of narratives in linking people and events into plots is typical for the reality 

genre. First person testimonials make the story particularly vivid, and the number of 

details included in the reconstruction makes the story appear more plausible. The 

audience often considers the witness testimonials to represent the reality in a non-

mediated form. (De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 137-138; Pollak 2008: 89; 

Waltman & Haas 2011: 136) In The Dog Whisperer, the story is reconstructed by 

Tina’s and Barcley’s accounts, voiceover commentary and illustrative imagery. The 
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story structure is that of a problem-solution narrative discussed in more detail in the 

following section (4.3 Constructing success story) and it includes both first person 

testimonials and third person accounts.  

The camera’s ability to witness events as they happen is at the root of audience’s 

trust of factual television (Hill 2005: 59). The demonstration sequences of The Dog 

Whisperer contribute significantly to its air of autheticity. During the main 

demonstration sequence of the story, Millan’s monologues and demonstrations are to 

a certain extent developing spontaneously as Millan handles NuNu and talks about 

his dog training philosophy. No doubt the content of his speech is preplanned to a 

degree. Furthermore, the situation is manipulated – as we have witnessed earlier in 

this study – by intrerlacing the long camera shot with sound effects and additional 

imagery. The continuous speech leaves the impression of coherence and reality.  

On the surface, it looks like we are looking at Millan successfully demonstrating a 

case of dog rehabilitation and explaining what he is doing. This would be what 

audience engrossed in the emotional context see. For a critic, these demonstration 

sequences filled with impromptu comments from Millan, offer a valuable insight into 

production processes.  

It depends on their anticipations how much viewers of The Dog Whisperer take on 

board from Millan’s information and demonstrations. If they expect to learn at least 

something, they are more susceptible to the series’ messages. Like the viewers of 

reality TV in general, it is likely that many viewers of The Dog Whisperer consider it 

entertainment rather than a documentary of dog rehabilitation. Audiences do have 

expectations regarding the reality genre, however. One of them is that the genre 

somehow while being constructed entertainment, still lets the viewers see things how 

they are. (Hill 2005: 41, 82; Pollak 2008: 78) 

 

4.3 Constructing a success story 

The audience is made susceptible to persuasion by manipulating their emotional 

state. This vulnerability exposes them to other means of influence used to manipulate 

them into interpreting the story of NuNu in a way preferred by Millan and the 
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production. In the previous section, I discussed how the favoured interpretation 

framework is created using three strategies: engulfing content with the preferred dog 

discourses, constructing Millan as a shaman expert and deploying the means reality 

TV commonly uses in influencing audience perception. After crafting the emotional 

arousal and generating the preferred context model there is yet one thing left for the 

production to do in the construction of Millan’s authority. In this section, I shall 

discuss the mechanisms used in scripting a success story and how it constructs 

Millan’s as a dog training authority. 

Successful dog rehabilitation requires the following elements: 

 A dog in need of behaviour therapy  

 An accurate diagnosis 

 Effective treatment with a successful outcome 

 

All these elements are carefully manuscripted into The Dog Whisperer. The very 

arrangement of each story invites the viewer into evaluating Millan’s diagnosis and 

treatment positively. As was mentioned in the section 4.2.3 The Reality Genre, a 

narrative with first person witness testimonials appears more plausible to the 

audience. Furthermore, the familiarity of the problem-solution structure in the 

narrative of NuNu is likely to guide audience into viewing the story as exactly that: 

of a problem getting solved. Below, I shall discuss what other means are deployed in 

the construction of NuNu as a problem and Millan as the solution. 

 

4.3.1 The problem 

NuNu is first introduced by the voiceover as ‘a giant problem’ with a deliberate pun 

to his tiny size. The story is titled ‘Demon Chihuahua’ and the demonic metaphor is 

continued before going on a commercial break: 

Voiceover: When The Dog Whisperer continues, can Cesar take the grim one out 

of NuNu… 

 

In defining Millan as NuNu’s ‘last hope’, the voiceover plays a significant part in 

exaggerating the dog’s aggression and the immediacy of the problem at hand. This 
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becomes even more significant through his role as the principle interpreter: it is the 

voiceover who explains to the viewer what is happening (Pollak 2008: 89). The 

voiceover is where the production ties the story together into a clear and easily 

digestible plot about an aggressive dog being rehabilitated by Millan.  

In addition to the voiceover commentary, NuNu is constructed as a problem through 

both Tina’s and Barcley’s witness accounts as well as through the filmed and cut 

material. The two interviews and the footage collage co-operate in making the case 

as pattern Utterance + Backup utterance + Backup imagery is repeated in the story 

for validation. 

The interviews of Tina and Barcley are separately conducted, but produced as a 

coherent whole. Tina’s account is validated by Barcley’s witness evidence and vice 

versa as the women take turns in telling the story. Coherence is the result of post-

production choices and achieved by lexical similarity and logical organization of the 

content. The women repeat each other’s claims before giving more information: the 

story develops seamlessly from the two interviews.  

Tina:  She tried to pet him and -- he went after her.

[Drums and images of NuNu lunging at the camera.] 

 

Barcley: 

 

Tina:  

 

Barcley:  

 

 

Tina: 

 

Barcley:   

 He nipped at me, and she said no don't touch him, he's mean. 

 

If she tried to - just like - taps my shoulder, he'll bite her hand. 

 

If he's in Tina's arms, and you go to reach for him, he would nip at 

you. 

 

Anybody who walks in the house is pretty much - fair game for him. 

 

We've had him for -- I think approximately two months and I've 

probably been bitten about six times.

 

The interviews are illustrated by footage of Tina, Barcley and NuNu in various 

situations. The images correlate with the story content. Barcley’s utterance ‘in Tina’s 

arms’ is coupled with imagery of  Tina holding NuNu; ‘nip’ and ‘bite’ are 

accompanied by NuNu barking and trying to wiggle his way out of grasp. The 

evidence of NuNu’s aggressive behaviour is actually not quite there, but vivid 

moving images and sound effects leave the impression as if that would be the case. 
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The diagnosis is one way of building NuNu up as a problem dog. Millan’s diagnosis 

is quick. He requests Tina to tell him about NuNu and after her describing the dog as 

‘very attached to her’, he changes the discourse context by suggesting more negative 

interpretations. Tina chooses the word ‘nervous’ which is then repeated several times 

for validation.   

Cesar:  

 

Tina: 

 

Cesar: 

Tina:  

Cesar: 

 

Tina:  

 

Cesar:  

 

Tina:  

 

 

Cesar 

comment.:    

So tell me about NuNu. 

 

Ehm, he's very attached to me [raising intonation to indicate a list].  

 

Aham. 

 

Ehm. 

 

Is it territorial? Dominant? Aggressive? Nervous? Fearful? 

 

Yeah, he was definitely nervous.  

 

Aha.  

 

He was very scared, stuck to my side - [speech continues in the 

background] 

 

NuNu was nervous. By giving him affection Tina nurtured that 

nervous state of mind, and from that point on he became the dominant 

one so we had a dominant, nervous leader. 

 

Millan’s commentator alter ego functions as the final confirmation for the diagnosis 

of nervousness and ascribes his own diagnosis on top of the one that was co-

produced with Tina. The diagnosis of dominance piggybacks the diagnosis of 

nervousness that became correct by simple act of repetition.  

To conclude, NuNu is created as a problem through Tina’s and Barcley’s accounts, 

voiceover commentary and Millan’s diagnosis. Ample pseudo-proof is provided. 

Analysing signs of production in the footage reveals that NuNu’s behaviours are 

often provoked. There is a moving hand inciting him until he shows signs of 

aggravation; there is something triggering behind the camera and there is Millan 

patting and adjusting pressure on NuNu’s back until he reacts defensively. All the 

time NuNu’s attempts to indicate need for distance – most notably his lip licking – 

are overlooked. 
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4.3.2 The solution 

After attaching his trademark diagnosis of dominance onto NuNu, Millan begins to 

demonstrate his methods and to explain the philosophy behind them. The purpose of 

the demos is not only to illustrate the solution Millan has to offer, but also – and 

perhaps even more importantly – to construct Millan’s authority as a trainer, to build 

his charisma and to provide proof for his capabilities. There are three different 

demonstration situations in my sample. The first one (on the living room sofa) is 

allocated most of the time while the two others (in the bedroom and outside on a 

walk) have a supportive role and function more as evidence for the success of the 

rehabilitation than as demonstrations of Millan’s methods as such. 

The main demonstration begins with an education sequence where Millan enlightens 

the audience about the energy you should project when encountering dogs. The 

situation is recorded in long, live-like shots typical for this kind of reality TV, but 

supplemented with additional cuts inserted to illustrate and to serve as evidence. The 

illustrative shots of NuNu provide proof for what is being said about the dog; the 

shots of Tina listening and nodding attentively stage Millan as an expert. Education 

and demonstration keep inter- and overlapping throughout, but their content is often 

only loosely connected. 

Millan’s guidance is often abstract and not specific to the situation. Instead of 

referring to NuNu or giving direct advice to Tina, he talks about dogs and people in 

general and uses you-passive. The relation between Millan’s commentary and the 

demonstration is not always clear. In the example below, nothing has been done to 

treat the issue, but Millan comments as if there is visible success, nevertheless. He 

calls Tina and the audience to agree on his success by addressing them with ‘You 

see’ and by contrasting the illusory before and after with an emphasized ‘Now’. 

Cesar: 

 

 

Voiceover: 

You see, calm assertive energy becomes pack leader. So when they 

have issues, you are going to be able to get rid of those issues, if you 

represent authority figure, but if you represent lovable figure, you're 

going to nurture his issues and you're going to develop new issues. So 

I can - [speech continues in the background] 

 

Since NuNu attacks anyone who tries to hug Tina, Cesar demonstrates 

how she can break this habit.

[Millan moves close to Tina and puts his arm around her.] 
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Cesar: 

 

Cesar 

comment.: 

Now you can hug. 

 

It was very important to let him know that that couch wasn't gonna 

belong to him -- anymore.

 

 

During the longer demonstration 

and education shots, the content 

of the footage is often only partly 

related to what is being said and 

on occasion it is altogether 

contradictory. The most striking 

case of verbal misrepresentation 

of the situation occurs when 

Millan performs his alpha roll (cf. 

image 4 to the left). He provokes 

a reaction out of NuNu by pressing 

his back – the kind of touch NuNu 

is obviously sensitive to – and  

when the dog protests, pins him down and holds him there by force. The anxious dog 

is giving appeasement signs nervously checking Millan out from the corner of his 

eye and continuously lip-licking. With these signs the dog tries to indicate that he is 

not on the offensive and needs Millan to end his attack. Millan – perhaps not 

recognizing these signs for what they are – ignores them. When the dog ceases to 

move, Millan applies more pressure and incites another reaction in order to continue 

his demonstration. He comments that no force is required in NuNu’s treatment and 

the two women rush to confirm. 

Cesar: 

 

Tina:  

 

Barcley: 

 

Cesar:  

And it’s not that we are using force, do you know what I mean. 

 

No no. 

 

No. 

 

Physical psychological touch that is triggering his brain to be 

challenged by a human. 

Image 4. NuNu is exhibiting many signs of stress: 

rigidness of the body, ears turned to the side and back, 

defensive mouth display, lines around eyes, whites in his 

eyes (i.e. the whale-eye) as he looks worried at the 

camera. 
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The scene is the most intense one in the sample right in the culmination point of 

emotional suspense and drama. Soundscape is dramatic, Tina is in tears and Millan 

himself flushed. He keeps calming Tina, himself and the audience down by repeating 

‘that’s right’ and other calming expressions over and over again while he justifies his 

actions by referring to the dominance theory and downplaying what is happening. 

Cesar: 

 

Tina:  

 

Cesar: 

Now pass it to me. Put it right here, please. -- That's right.  

 

Yea, that's the way -- the only way I can hand him off.  

 

That's right. -- That's right. That's right. Very good. That's right. His 

getting a bit spacey.  

[The camera zooms in on NuNu who tries to sneak away from Millan’s lap and makes an 

attack attempt at Millan's hand as it prevents him.] 

Cesar: That's right. That's right. You're alright? Relax. -- This is part of the 

dominance. You see, if I back away right now -- he wins.  

[Millan applies more pressure on NuNu’s back, he reacts frantically.] 

Cesar: He's just warning, that's alright. This is nothing. That's nothing. Don't 

worry about it.  -- He's gonna do it I don't know for how long. 

 

The solution is created by exaggerating the problem and acting as if there is a change 

in the situation and in the dog’s behaviour. The illusion of change is created by 

showing footage of a passive dog after the demonstration and by Millan commenting 

the transition from bad to good – or active to passive – in an instance where NuNu is 

not doing anything. According to Millan the battle is now won. 

Cesar: There you go see he's given up. 

 

It should be noted that Millan’s commentary on NuNu’s behaviour is inconsistent. 

He ignores passive behaviour when it does not suit the storyline. When it does suit it, 

he regards it as proof of his success. When NuNu then resists again, Millan explains 

that this is what he is actually after: repeating the unwanted behaviour so that he can 

re-perform the dominance ritual.    

The case against NuNu is mainly built in verbal terms. The same is true in 

constructing the success. Images function as backup, but at times may even 
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contradict what is being said. This happens mostly during the long demonstration 

shots where production has less opportunity to manipulate the content. Verbal 

evaluation of the progress is given throughout the sample: both during and at the end 

of each demonstration sequence, in the final evaluation scene and also in the closing 

comments of Tina and Barcley. Millan himself is the main interpreter of his success. 

He validates Tina’s ideas and conclusions, he backs himself up as his expert 

commentator alter ego and he comments on his success in demonstrations 

favourably. A typical pattern of evaluation is that Millan comments the change for 

the better in the demonstration situation and calls his clients to agree. Then, Millan 

the expert commentator confirms Millan the demonstrator’s assessment.  

The story ends with an evaluation sequence. The situation is set up in a different 

location, which helps the audience to make a mental transition from the problem to 

an issue solved. The air of the scene is relaxed as Millan repeats his teachings. 

Finally, Tina and Barcley comment on how they learned dominance from Millan as 

was quoted earlier in the section 4.2.1.1 (The discourse of dominance). 

The effective structuring of the solution is clearly essential in the construction of 

Millan’s authority. He provides a fast and easy solution and the peace restored is the 

proof of his competency. The cathartic feeling the audience is manipulated into is 

attributed to Millan and his methods based on the dominance theory. 
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5 Discussion 

 

The emotional rollercoaster of the story analysed in the section 4.1 (Laying the 

emotional foundation) forms the basis for influencing the audience's interpretations 

when watching The Dog Whisperer. All the main modes – text, image and sound – 

both together and separately help involve the viewer's cognitive energy and distract 

us from any unwanted critical examination of the content. The important plot twists 

are the places where the co-operation between the modes to heighten the audience’s 

emotional involvement is particularly intense. 

It can be argued that it is the combined 

effect of the modes specifically what 

makes the manipulation so effective. 

Together the modes keep the audience 

busy and preoccupied and interacting 

with each other, they function in 

confirming the messages they convey. 

Certainly, the emotional impact would 

be much diminished if the different 

senses were not involved.  

 

Separate orientatios in the function of modes can be detected in the sample. The text 

makes new claims and supports previously made ones; the image supports the text 

and functions in creating cohesion in the story through illustrating the content; the 

sound creates mood and drama. There is a separation of purpose between sound 

effects and music. The sounds effects are used to emphasize aggression as the music 

carries descriptive information and functions as a mood setter during less dramatic 

moments. The sound and the speech create a cohesive storyline also individually 

whereas images would not make a coherent story just by themselves. This is most 

likely because the text and the sounds are easier to control in pre- and post-

production of a show. This is because some of the filmed material needs to remain 

Image 5. Without the dramatic sound effects and 

vivid movement, NuNu comes across less 

aggressive. 



52 

 

 

long and unified in order to create a sense of authenticity typical for the reality genre. 

Because of this, compromises regarding the content of imagery have to be made. 

The dramatized narrative – and the emotional reactions it elicits – paves way to the 

successful framing of the story with discourses serving the interests of the production 

as analysed in the section 4.2 (Building the preferred context model). An emotionally 

preoccupied audience fails to properly reflect on the messages they receive and are 

oblivious to the possible alternative messages they could be receiving but are not; the 

context where Millan is an authoritative dog training expert becomes the context 

model of choice, because it is made so easily available to the audience.  

The central discourses the production wants the audience to adapt in their 

interpretation of the story are the discourses of expertise and charisma attached to 

Millan and the discourse of dominance guiding the interpretation of dogs and their 

treatment in the show. By adapting the offered discourses as a frame of reference, the 

viewer comes to assess Millan’s diagnosis and dealing with the problem dog as 

legitimate and effective. The lack of concrete advice from Millan to his clients and 

the fact that no real change can be observed in the dog’s behaviour is camouflaged 

by the expert discourse, by Millan’s role as the mystical dog whisperer, by 

abundance of pseudo proof and by the production elements: vividly moving images 

and dramatic sound effects.  

In addition to the discursive framing, the reality genre and the problem-solution 

structure of the narrative frame the story and bring forth the preferred context model. 

The story structure calls audience to regard the dog as a problem and Millan as the 

solution. The reality genre primes them to expect dramatization, but also creates the 

expectation for the audience that they can themselves – through live-like shots – 

witness what actually happened. This is the illusion of The Dog Whisperer and of the 

reality genre in general: a viewer has an impression of being critical and aware of the 

entertainment nature of the program, but simultaneously expects a relation to reality.  

Through the construction of the preferred frame of reference, the audience is 

manipulated into assessing the story in terms of Millan and the production. Our 

identification with the production is further assisted by persuasive features 

incorporated into the core narrative and overall elements of the show. The story 
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makes use of all the features of manipulative discourse that were explored in the 

section 2.4 (Manipulative discourse). I have analysed the core narrative in more 

detail in the section 4.3 (Constructing a success story). 

The embedding of messages into emotional context and ascribing them to an expert – 

sometimes a constructed one as in this case – was mentioned above. Particularly 

frequently used methods of influence in the sample are repetition and providing 

proof. Repetition is used in text, image and sound to emphasize and to make salient 

the messages about dog aggression and about Millan’s success. Proof-like elements 

are also provided in all the main modes: images illustrate claims that are backed up 

in speech, as well. Millan’s double role gives him opportunity to validate his own 

views as a supposedly impartial expert.  

The core idea of dogs needing to submit to humans is continually repeated. No 

possibility of alternative perspectives is mentioned even in passing: the focus is 

solely on the dominance related interpretation of NuNu’s behaviour. The consensus 

created by assigning same ideas and interpretations to all the social actors in the 

sample emphasizes the desired message even further. The story is wrapped up by 

Tina’s appeal to the emotions and values of the audience: 

Tina: Sometimes you have to look inside yourself and change yourself in 

order to change the creature around you. Have to work on it every 

day. When you look at the cute little dog it's for him it makes it even 

that much easier. 

 

All the talk about dominance taps onto an old discourse within dog owning 

community, which gives it natural momentum. It is also an extension of an even 

more widely known and even more historical discourse about humans and nature that 

needs to be tamed and controlled. The ideology of dominance problematizes the dog 

as a species and helps to justify treatment of any individual dog as primarily a 

problem and only secondarily as a valued companion. This suits well to the agenda 

of dog training entertainment, because conflict is exciting and problems sell 

solutions: books, DVDs, training tools etc. The construction of a mystical dog 

authority like Millan is lucrative business. 
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6 Conclusion 

 

I shall conclude my thesis by evaluating my research process and – true to the values 

of Critical Discourse Analysis – by offering ideas on how to resist manipulative 

messages of television shows like The Dog Whisperer.  

The CDA framework works well for a study uncovering ways in which discourse is 

used to construct authority. A lot of research on discursive construction of authority 

and power has been done on politics and news media (e.g. Scollon 1998, Van Dijk 

2011), but as is evident from this study, the principles apply to entertainment, as 

well. The sociocognitive approach with its attention towards workings of the human 

mind is particularly well suited for explaining how manipulative discourse – for 

example in a reality TV program – functions. 

As I argued in the section 3.2 (Methods for multimodal analysis), multimodal 

methodology for my analysis – as opposed to focusing solely on text – was essential 

for answering my research question. Several challenges accompanied the choice, 

however. Transcribing and describing non-linguistic modes is problematic: 

something is always lost when music or image is represented and discussed in words 

(Cook 2001: 42). This may result in biases in the analysis. Because my sample was 

small, I was able to replay it as many times as I needed and kept working with both 

the sample and my transcription until the very end of my research. I believe this 

helped to overcome some of the issues related to handling the non-linguistic modes, 

but it cannot change the fact that, in my thesis, I am constricted by language when 

describing music, movement and images. 

A lot can be observed even in a small sample when performing a multimodal 

analysis. The interaction between the modes can be particularly intricate and 

challenging to capture in a transcript. Therefore, it is important to make correct 

judgements about what is relevant for answering the research question, and to 

include the correct amount of data in the transcription. Another judgement call 

required from the researcher is to distinguish whether an impression one gets as an 

analyst can be generalized to the audience as large. These are some of the reasons 

why transparency is so important in qualitative research. I have described my 
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methodology and explained in my analysis where I ground my observations so that 

they can be scrutinized by others. 

Multimodal analysis requires a broad understanding of different modes. There is a 

risk that the mode a researcher is most accustomed with receives too much attention 

in the analysis based not on importance but on familiarity. The interdiciplinarity of 

the research delivers similar challenges. It is important to consciously resist the bias. 

I think it is crucial not to make any common knowledge assumptions even about less 

central aspects of the background information used in a study. Failing to be critical 

regarding one’s own knowledge will expose the researcher to the effects of 

hegemonic discourse. I used references extensively in order to avoid that and made a 

conscious effort to question all my assumptions. 

Initially, I had some concerns about my sample size, but in retrospect it was quite 

suitable for my purposes. The sample consisted of one complete story, which enabled 

me to view the production of Millan’s authority in the light of the narrative structure 

as well as in relation to separate characteristics of the construction. A larger sample 

would not have changed the answer to my research question while a small one 

allowed me to scrutinize different layers in sufficient detail. This is not to say that 

sampling more cases from The Dog Whisperer series could not be interesting. One 

could, for example, try to detect possible nuances in how the discourse changes over 

time in order to find out whether the critique the show has received has caused any 

changes in its content. 

I chose the first episode and the first case Millan treated in the series as my sample 

reasoning that this was one of the episodes that initially brought the show its viewers. 

In retrospect, ten years is a long time and it could have been a better decision to 

select more current material although the format and the structures of The Dog 

Whisperer remained the same throughout the years it was aired.  

My study relies on research on human cognition and draws its conclusions based on 

what that research has taught us. Since we know the fundamentals of how people 

interpret messages, it has been possible to make assumptions about how the 

manipulative discourse in The Dog Whisperer is received by some of its audience. It 

would be interesting to conduct an actual audience reception studies perhaps with 
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artificially constructed episodes in order to find out how different parts of the 

construct play into the overall manipulation: would some elements proof to be more 

important than others; what would be the audience interpretation, for example, if no 

sound effects were used or if the content of Millan’s monologues were slightly 

altered. Also, it would be interesting to survey audience reactions before and after 

they were educated on dog behaviour and on different dog training methods.  

Specific knowledge about the interests of those who try to influence us and a broad 

general knowledge are the best tools in insulating ourselves from attempts of 

manipulation. Awareness of the techniques used in selling us ideas – particularly 

awareness of emotion as a precursor to lowered judgement – will help us become 

less vulnerable to persuasion. Knowledge about our tendency to jump to automatic 

and shallow interpretations and mindfulness of the processes of meaning-making can 

help us overcome some of our cognitive fallacies and resist manipulation. (Van Dijk 

2006: 371; Waltman & Haas 2011: 165). In the case of examining televised dog 

training, learning about dog behaviour (e.g. McConnell 2001; Donaldson 2008; 

McConnell 2012) and about their body language (e.g. Aloff 2005) will make a great 

difference. Furthermore, learning about the history of dog training will help to 

recognize features of the dog discourse that are outdated and understand where many 

of our preconceptions regarding the canines spring from.  

I chose to quote Millan in the title of this work. ‘It’s not that were using force’ was 

his comment while he was forcibly pinning NuNu down and preventing him from 

leaving the intimidating situation. The women rushed to confirm his assessment. The 

incidence is the boldest moment of audience manipulation witnessed in my sample. 

The image and the words are in stark contrast as the touch on the dog’s back is no 

friendly pet. The manipulative touch applied to the audience, however, is light: 

hardly noticeable to a viewer immersed in the drama – but that much more effective. 
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