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The following essay contains analysis of the use of hidden meaning in mass media using Critical discourse Analysis.  It 
includes a review of the relevant literature that shows a well-documented history of the mass media choosing words 
and phrases specifically designed to mislead or deceive the public.  This is followed by analysis of interviewers from 
three television programs from different networks questioning the same controversial character during the same time 
period.  The paper closes with suggestions of how CDA can be applied in the Language classroom to help students 
improve their English. 
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Every news magazine in the United States, 
as well as many in other parts of the world, 
has run at least one article in the past few 
years addressing the perceived bias of the 
media.  Most of these articles have focused 
on overt biases, opinions expressed by on 
air pundits, articles written and printed in 
support of, or opposition to, a particular 
issue.  But most of these have failed to ad-
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to support a woman�’s choice to terminate 
her pregnancy if she so desires.  This march 
was massive.  Cable-Satellite Public Affairs 
Network (C-SPAN), a non-profit, cable in-
dustry funded network that broadcasts con-
gressional proceedings as well as other po-
litical events around Washington D. C., 
estimated the attendance at over one million 
people.  C-SPAN, primarily because it car-
ries no advertising, is a model of non-bias 
reporting.  Individual editors and producers 
at C-SPAN may have personal bias, this is 
impossible to legislate for, but there is no 
institutional bias.  Combined with the fact 
that C_SPAN has no paid commentators 
providing opinion or analysis, this makes 
the network the closest news outlet availa-
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of them know the accepted viewpoint of 
the organization is conservative, and they 
act accordingly.  

I will focus specifically on what is gen-
erally known as a loaded question.  A loaded 
question is a question that is difficult to an-
swer without implicating oneself in one way 
or another.  The most famous example of 
this, �“Are you still beating your wife?�” first 
appeared in Legal Laughs: A Joke for every Jury 
(Edwards, 1914, as cited by Goodnough, 
1999), but has roots going back much fur-
ther than that.  A version of this loaded 
question first appeared around 300 BC, 
when the Megarians, a group of philoso-
phers founded by Euclides (a student of So-
crates), asked, �“Do you still beat your fa-
ther?  Answer yes or no.�” (Logic, 2007).     

Thus far I have discussed how news 
reporting can use hidden meaning to influ-
ence people.  Another way to impart influ-
ence is through interviews.  When someone 
appears on an interview show, be they an 
author, a TV personality, a politician, or 
some other public figure, they are in many 
ways at the mercy of their questioner.  How 
a question is phrased can have a heavy in-
fluence on the answer or determine if it can 
be answered.  Since the questions are gener-
ally written in advance, the specific choice 
of the interviewer or editor to use, for ex-
ample, a transactive or a nontransactive 
clause, is definitely not a matter of chance, 
but a matter of design (Dellinger, 1995).  
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In this section, I examine several interviews 
with the same writer, Christopher Hitchens, 
in the months following the publication of 
his book, God is not Great: How Religion Poi-

sons Everything. I hope to apply CDA to 
show how the interviewers shaped their 
loaded questions to express their opinion 
about Hitchens and his work, while simul-
taneously making it difficult for Hitchens to 
defend his own beliefs.   

All of these interviews took place in 
the spring of 2007.  I collected the data 
from the Hitchens interviews by viewing 
streaming video of each interview on-line.  I 
then transcribed the first 60 seconds of each 
interview and compared them.  



 40

In line 1, Dobb starts his turn with a 
smile, even a bit of a chuckle, as if he and 
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Hitchens being viewed by some other 
people (thus not standing alone and thus 
not marked, not different).  The local con-
text of this sentence makes more sense 
when one considers the larger context of 
the interview. Fox News conservative view-
ers, at least those who were aware of Hit-
chens, probably already considered him to 
be a fringe figure, and considering that an 
overwhelming majority of people from the 
USA belong to some sort of religious group, 
maybe he is a fringe figure. Just as Dobbs 
did, Hannity was immediately attacking Hit-
chens credibility.  The hidden meaning was 
clear in this case.   

The way Hannity describes Hitchens 
(lines 2-3) is not very common.  Antitheist 
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First, conforming to the usual pattern, 



 43

amined are using their discourse to influ-
ence their audience.  Whether it be word 
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