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We analyzed speeches made by Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama to
reveal how each president justified post-9/11 U.S. counterterrorism policy. Our analysis
revealed that both Bush and Obama delegitimized terrorists by distinguishing them
from other legitimate political categories, by emphasizing the morally condemnable
and apolitically motivated form of violence they inflict. This vilification facilitated the
portrayal of terrorism as a problem transcending national interest. U.S. counterterrorism
strategies were thus justified as a necessary and rational solution to the scope and
severity of the terrorist threat. This study illustrates how the “complex discursive
accomplishment” of moral exclusion (Tileagă, 2007) emerges within presidential
rhetoric to frame the relations among groups and legitimizing particular actions,
namely, harsh antiterror measures (e.g., indefinite detention, preemptive war, and
torture). Our study also illustrates the similarities between how Bush and Obama have
talked about terrorism, thus indicating the overall naturalization of a “war on terrorism”
discourse following the 9/11 attacks.
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On September 30, 2011, Anwar al-Awlaki, a
U.S. citizen, was killed in Yemen by a CIA
drone strike (Greenwald, 2013a). This event
marked the first time since the Civil War that
the U.S. government executed a citizen as a
war-time enemy without trial (Mazzetti, Sav-
age, & Shane, 2013). Al-Awlaki had been a
target for scrutiny for over a decade for his
associations with militant groups, and had been
linked to the Fort Hood shooting and the at-
tempted bombing of a Northwest Airlines flight
in December 2009. It was determined that the
drone strike would be lawful, given al-Awlaki’s
affiliation with Al Qaida, the threat he posed to

U.S. citizens, and the fact that capture would
likely be infeasible (Greenwald, 2013a; Maz-
zetti et al., 2013). Samir Khan, who was also a
U.S. citizen, was killed as collateral damage in
the same strike despite not being previously
deemed a justified target (Mazzetti et al., 2013).
On October 14, 2011, al-Awlaki’s 16-year-old
son—also an American citizen—was killed by
yet another drone strike targeting an Egyptian
Al Qaeda operative (Greenwald, 2013a). Over a
2-week time period, the U.S. government, in the
name of combating terrorism, was responsible
for the deaths of three of its citizens, only one of
whom had any confirmed ties to suspected ter-
rorist organizations.
U.S. counterterrorism policy has undergone

dramatic changes since the September 11, 2001
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pen-
tagon. Actions such as preemptive war, the use
of “enhanced” interrogation techniques, the in-
definite detention of terrorism suspects, and the
use of targeted killings by armed drones have all
been deployed in the “war on terrorism” to
combat terrorists and make the country—and
the world, for that matter—safer. Many have
argued that these methods not only violate do-
mestic and international law but also constitute
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a war on the very ideals that define the United
States of America (Mayer, 2009). Nevertheless,
public support for these measures remains high.
For example, 10 years after the September 11th
attacks, 56% of Americans supported President
Bush’s response to the attacks, and 76% be-
lieved that the torture of terrorism suspects
could be justified in order to obtain information
(Pew Research Center, 2011).
How have U.S. counterterrorism efforts be-

come so palatable to the public? Although re-
search on President Bush’s rhetoric concerning
the war on terrorism has been extensive (e.g.,
Esch, 2010; Jackson, 2005, 2007; Kinsella,
2005; Lazar & Lazar, 2004; Leudar, Marsland,
& Nekvapil, 2004; Sowińska, 2013), there has
been little inquiry on President Obama’s rheto-
ric (for a notable exception, see McCrisken,
2011) regarding terrorism and U.S. counterter-
rorism policy, despite the fact that many coun-
terterrorism tactics (e.g., indefinite detention,
the use of drones for targeted killing) have
persisted during his administration. To address
this issue, we examined the moral discourse
emerging from speeches made by President
George W. Bush and President Barack Obama
on the topic of terrorism to reveal the ways in
which U.S. counterterrorism policy was contin-
ually justified in the decade following the 9/11
attacks. We were particularly interested in how
Bush and Obama framed terrorists as a distinct
category of political actors that were unworthy
of moral and just treatment.

Discourse, Mind, and Society

Our study is rooted in a discursive theoretical
framework that recognizes the relationship be-
tween mind and society and the mediating role
that language serves. Social scientists have long
recognized the power of language to shape
thought (e.g., Sapir, 1921; Whorf, 1956) and to
mediate our experience of the material world
through a process of symbolic interaction (e.g.,
Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). As a form of tool
use, language guides our understanding of the
social world through practical activity (Vy-
gotsky, 1934/1962). Language is not neutral
vis-à-vis politics and is always situated in rela-
tion to a particular “verbal-ideological” com-
munity (Bakhtin, 1981; Hammack & Toolis, in
press; Volosinov, 1929/1973). Language as-
sumes a coherent form when it is organized as a

story that provides a sense of meaning (e.g.,
Bruner, 1990), and this meaning is imbued with
implications for action or reaction (Parker,
1990).
The discursive turn in social and political

psychology began in the 1980s and has flour-
ished since (e.g., Billig, 2012; Potter, 1996;
Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Recognition of the
centrality of discourse in psychological life is
rooted in the linguistic mediation thesis, a long-
recognized perspective in the social sciences
that language is the tool through which social
and psychological life is dynamically coconsti-
tuted (see Hammack & Pilecki, 2012; Tileagă,
2013). According to the linguistic mediation
thesis, our encounter with the material world
achieves coherence through systems of signifi-
cation, namely, language in its organized form
(Hammack & Pilecki, in press). Language is
performative (Austin, 1962) and evokes a cog-
nitive, affective, or behavioral response (Ham-
mack & Pilecki, in press).
In the perspective of discursive social psy-

chology, language is central to our understand-
ing of concepts and categories (e.g., Edwards,
1991). The rhetoric used to describe persons,
concepts, events, and categories assumes an ar-
gumentative form (Billig, 1996), always ori-
ented toward some form of interest with regard
to the matrix of social categories (Hammack, in
press). Leaders and figures of authority, such as
presidents, shape the popular understanding of
concepts and categories through rhetoric that
situates subjects in a larger moral framework
(Hammack, in press).
The purpose of our study was to examine

terrorism-related discourse that emerged among
speeches given by Presidents George W. Bush
and Barack Obama. We were particularly inter-
ested in comparing and contrasting how each
president defined who the “terrorists” were,
what they seek to do, and why they seek to do
it. In doing so, we sought to reveal how the
category of “terrorist” was framed as a special
case within the general category (cf. Billig,
1996) of those who would otherwise be af-
forded moral and just treatment. What makes, in
other words, the problem of terrorist violence—
and, by implication, those who employ it—so
unique that it requires certain, otherwise ex-
treme, solutions to address it? To address this
question, we focused specifically on the moral
content present within Presidents Bush’s and
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President Obama’s speeches on the subject of
terrorism and the U.S. counterterrorism re-
sponse.

The Discourse of Terrorism

Although our purpose is to examine the moral
basis upon which U.S. counterterrorism policy
has been legitimized following the September
11, 2001 attacks, it is important to first recog-
nize that this area of research is not without
precedent. Numerous studies have analyzed the
political rhetoric of the war on terrorism and
have illustrated the various means through
which President Bush and his allies legitimized
the war on terrorism. There has been less of an
effort, however, in extending this type of anal-
ysis to President Obama.
Research has examined the effect that the

label of “terrorist” has on people’s attitudes
toward the appropriateness of certain counter-
terrorism measures (see also Bhatia, 2005). In a
study conducted with Philippine and Malaysian
samples, Montiel and Shah (2008) found that
the effect of the “terrorist” versus “freedom
fighter” was moderated by in-group status. Non-
dominant group members were more likely to
sympathize with those described as freedom
fighters compared with dominant group mem-
bers. Dominant group members, however,
viewed those labeled as freedom fighters less
favorably than those labeled as terrorists. Elab-
orating on this finding, Golec de Zavala and
Kossowska (2011) found that the effect of fram-
ing terrorists as either soldiers or criminals was
moderated by the social, political, and ideolog-
ical position of the listener. Participants high in
right-wing authoritarianism were the most
likely to endorse criminal methods of counter-
terrorism when terrorists were framed as crim-
inals.
Regarding the emotional content of terror-

ism-related rhetoric, De Castella and McGarty
(2011) examined the use of fear and anger ap-
peals in speeches made by President Bush and
British Prime Minister Tony Blair between Sep-
tember 2001 and May 2003. Although present
in a majority of speeches, De Castella and Mc-
Garty (2011) found that the frequency of these
emotional appeals fluctuated over time, with
fear being especially prominent in the period
immediately prior to the U.S.-led invasion of
Iraq in March 2003 (see also De Castella, Mc-

Garty, & Musgrove, 2009). These findings in-
dicate that rather than a sustained campaign of
“fear mongering” (cf., Jackson, 2005), Bush and
others used emotional appeals selectively, with
fear emerging more during times of political
tension and decreased support for U.S.-led pol-
icies (De Castella et al., 2009). Although there
is little evidence to suggest that fear appeals, for
example, increased fear among the general pub-
lic, De Castella and McGarty (2011) contend
that their findings illustrate that emotion is a
rhetorical strategy that is deployed selectively,
either to mobilize support or constrain debate
regarding public policy.
Jackson (2007) argues that not only was fear

of “sudden violent death” by terrorist violence
used within rhetoric, but normalization and le-
gitimization of the war on terrorism was accom-
plished through the construction and dissemina-
tion of various narrative structures (see also
Esch, 2010; Jackson, 2005). One dominant nar-
rative trope was the depiction of the war on
terrorism as a “new war” that required new
strategies and new means to fight the enemy
(e.g., enhanced interrogation). From this narra-
tive framework, policies construed as protec-
tive, albeit contradictory to U.S. cultural norms
and values, were developed and “normalized.”
Other narratives and discursive frames to legit-
imize the war on terrorism have been identified
as well. For example, depictions of the war on
terrorism as a defense of civilization against
barbarism (Collet, 2009; Jackson, 2005; Kin-
sella, 2005) and as a defense of universal values
(Lazar & Lazar, 2004; Sowińska, 2013) have
been used to distinguish the United States and
its allies from terrorists and provide the eventual
justification for violence against the latter (see
also Leudar et al., 2004).
Overall, the research reviewed has identi-

fied various components of the political rhet-
oric used to legitimize the war on terrorism
and the counterterrorism tactics found there-
in. Our study aimed to enrich this body of
research in two ways. First, previous research
has examined the role moral discourse in le-
gitimizing the war on terror. Lazar and Lazar
(2004) and Sowińska (2013), for example,
examined how the war on terrorism was jus-
tified on the basis that it defended universal
moral values. Building on this research, our
study sought to illustrate how moral discourse
was employed in the construction of a morally
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excluded (Opotow, 1990) social category por-
trayed as undeserving of moral consideration
(see Tileagă, 2007) Second, there has been a
lack of research analyzing terrorism-related
rhetoric made by President Obama. We find
this lack of attention paid to the Obama ad-
ministration especially troubling, as many
controversial counterterrorism policies (e.g.,
domestic surveillance, the continued opera-
tion of the Guantanamo Bay prison camp)
have remained in place during his term in
office. McCrisken (2011), as a notable excep-
tion to this gap within the literature, analyzed
speeches made by Barack Obama—both as
presidential candidate and as president—and
found little deviation from the type of war on
terror discourse established by his predeces-
sor. Our study wished to contribute to this
burgeoning line of inquiry into political dis-
course.

The Terrorist as a Morally
Excluded Category

Our study was interested in how terrorists
were distinguished along a moral basis such that
extreme counterterrorism measures were con-
sidered to be both necessary and justified. There
is a rich theoretical literature within social psy-
chology describing the mechanisms through
which groups are deemed either worthy or un-
worthy of moral treatment. Opotow (1990) con-
tends that those who are perceived to be outside
one’s scope of justice are not extended consid-
erations of justice and fairness. Elaborating
upon this framework, Bar-Tal (1990; see also
Bar-Tal & Hammack, 2012) proposed that the
delegitimization of groups—namely, the belief
that a group has violated fundamental human
norms and values, and is thus no longer consid-
ered part of the community of “acceptable”
groups—facilitates intergroup violence (Bar-
Tal & Hammack, 2012; Halperin, Bar-Tal,
Sharvit, Rosler, & Raviv, 2010; Oren, Rothbart,
& Korostelina, 2009). Using a discursive per-
spective, Tileagă (2007) argues that such “ide-
ologies of moral exclusion” are rooted in a
moral discourse of place-appropriate conduct,
the proposed transgression of which is em-
ployed to justify prejudice and discrimination
(Tileagă, 2005, 2006, 2013).
The essence of moral exclusion, particularly

from a discursive perspective, is the demarca-

tion of a particular social category—or catego-
ries—from those otherwise perceived to be wor-
thy or deserving of moral consideration. Moral
exclusion is thus a form of particularlization
(Billig, 1985, 1996), in which a group is treated
as a special case within a much larger category.
This process of social discrimination is often
couched within a moral discourse, as it is
through the moral condemnation of another’s
behaviors, values, or traits that the derogation of
an out-group as nonhuman or somehow less
worthy is fulfilled (Graumann, 1998). The dis-
course of moral exclusion, moreover, occurs
within a larger rhetorical context of justification
and criticism (Billig, 1996; Condor, Tileagă &
Billig, 2013). Hence, the proposed treatment of
a group as a special case serves the purpose of
justifying how that group is treated—thereby
preserving the moral status of the in-group—
while counteracting rival discourses that may
question this type of discrimination or the moral
status of the in-group.
Tileagă’s (2005, 2006) research on middle-

class Romanian views toward Romanies illus-
trates the “complex discursive accomplish-
ment” (Tileagă , 2007, p. 732) of moral
exclusion. Interviewees in these studies would
frequently describe how Romanies “lived in
dirt” and were otherwise ungrateful for the gov-
ernment services that they received. Violating
the normative standards of civilized society,
Romanies were thus depicted as a category of
people that were incongruous with the moral
order characterizing civilized society. Posi-
tioned outside the boundaries of society, Roma-
nies became appropriate targets of prejudice and
discrimination. Given their uniquely problem-
atic nature, Romanies were also framed as a
social problem requiring a “solution” that im-
plied actions that existed outside the bounds of
democratic and moral procedure (see also
Tileagă, 2013).
Our study examined how Presidents Bush

and Obama engaged in the “complex discursive
accomplishment” (Tileagă, 2007, p. 732) of
moral exclusion with respect to terrorism. Grau-
mann (1998) argues “that it is primarily and
sometimes exclusively by moral discourse that
we separate from and exclude others” (p. 47).
We were therefore interested in how each pres-
ident rhetorically constructed the category of
“terrorist” as incongruous with the moral order
(Tileagă, 2007) and thus a special case toward
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which normal standards of treatment (e.g., due
process) no longer applied. We were also inter-
ested in how U.S. counterterrorism strategy was
normalized within presidential discourse, that
is, the rhetorical process through which terror-
ists were morally excluded and thus framed as a
unique problem requiring an equally unique re-
sponse (cf. Edelman, 1988).

Method

Data Corpus

The criteria used for obtaining the speeches
consisted of searching the White House’s offi-
cial Web site and news media Web sites (i.e.,
Fox News, NPR) for speech transcripts from
both President Barack Obama and then-
President George W. Bush relating to the war
on terrorism. Once a speech was found, we
conducted a word search for variations of the
word “terror” (“terrorism,” “terrorist,” and
“counterterrorism”). If the speech contained at
least one of these variations, it was included
in our corpus for analysis. A total of 20
speeches, 11 from George W. Bush and 9
from Barack Obama, were collected for anal-
ysis (see Table 1).

Analytic Framework

Our analysis was informed by discursive psy-
chology, which views language as a form of
action that is shaped by the social context from
which it emerges, as well as serves a constitu-
tive role in shaping that context (Edwards &
Potter, 1992; Hammack & Pilecki, in press;
Potter & Wetherell, 1995). Social categories,
likewise, are rhetorical constructions rather than
reflections of the objective conditions of reality
(see Edwards, 1991; Billig, 1996). The bound-
aries of category membership, and the meaning
found therein, are, in essence, negotiable. De-
fining the contours of social categories is thus a
powerful means of mobilizing political support
(Reicher & Hopkins, 1996, 2001a, 2001b) as
well as reifying asymmetrical relations among
groups (Reicher, 2004).
From this theoretical framework, we em-

ployed an iterative approach to our discursive
analysis. As in previous research using this
strategy (Gibson, 2012; Hammack, 2010; Sani
& Reicher, 1998, 1999), we conducted a series

of close readings of speeches included in our
corpus. We focused our analysis on the moral
content that Presidents Bush and Obama used in
describing terrorism and those who engage in it.
In doing so, we sought to reveal how the cate-
gory of “terrorist” was rendered morally abject
and thus a legitimate target for treatment that
would otherwise seem immoral or undemo-
cratic. Regarding the latter, we also sought to
reveal how U.S. counterterrorism strategy was
framed as a normative, rational solution to the
size and scope of the threat that terrorists pur-
portedly posed to the United States and the
global community (see Edelman, 1988; Tileagă,
2007).

Table 1
Corpus of Speeches

Date Speaker Description

September 12, 2001 Bush Address to the Nation:
9/11 Terrorist Attacks

January 29, 2002 Bush State of the Union
(SOTU)

January 20, 2004 Bush SOTU
February 2, 2005 Bush SOTU
January 31, 2006 Bush SOTU
September 6, 2006 Bush Official Remarks on

Terrorism
January 23, 2007 Bush SOTU
July 24, 2007 Bush Official Remarks on

War on Terror
January 28, 2008 Bush SOTU
March 19, 2008 Bush Official Remarks: War

on Terror
January 15, 2009 Bush Farewell Address
March 27, 2009 Obama Official Remark: New

War Strategy
May 21, 2009 Obama Official Remarks on

Osama Bin Laden
December 1, 2009 Obama Address to the Nation:

War on Terror
December 28, 2009 Obama Address to the Nation:

Terrorist Attack
January 7, 2010 Obama Official Remark on

Preventing Terrorism
May 2, 2011 Obama Official Remarks on

Preventing Terrorism
September 11, 2012 Obama Pentagon 9/11 Memorial

Service
September 12, 2012 Obama Deaths of U.S. Embassy

Staff in Libya
May 23, 2013 Obama Guidelines for Drone

Strikes Against U.S.
Citizens

Note. Speeches cited in the manuscript that were not in-
cluded in the corpus of data are listed in the References.
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Results

Our analysis revealed a common discourse
regarding terrorism and counterterrorism within
the speeches we analyzed. Presidents Bush and
Obama accomplished the “complex discursive
accomplishment” (Tileagă, 2007, p. 732) of
moral exclusion by framing terrorist violence as
both morally condemnable and apolitical. Ter-
rorism, as it was described in these speeches,
represented violence and destruction for its own
sake. The political impetus behind terrorism,
moreover, was not acknowledged beyond its
goal to destroy commonly held moral values
(e.g., freedom). The “terrorist” was therefore
distinguished as a particularly evil—and illegit-
imate—category of political actor that posed an

omnipresent threat to both U.S. interests and the
global community. Given the scope and severity
of the problem that terrorists posed, the only
rational solution, as it was asserted within the
speeches given by Bush and Obama, was to
implement counterterrorism strategies of equiv-
alent scope and severity. It is in this manner that
the greatest excesses of the post-9/11 response
to terrorism were justified.

Distinguishing the Terrorist Category

The discourse outlined in Figure 1 is rooted
in the fundamental claim that terrorist violence
is an especially morally condemnable form of
harm. This claim is rooted in the presumed
innocence and noncombatant status of its vic-

Figure 1. Terrorism-related rhetoric by President Bush and President and Obama was rooted
in the fundamental claim that terrorism was a particularly immoral, apolitical form of
violence. This claim facilitated the distinction of the terrorist as a morally excluded category.
Framed as both evil and a threat to commonly held values, terrorism was construed as a global
threat, rather than a threat particular to the United States and its interests. Constructed as an
omnipresent and grave threat, the justification for the U.S. response to the problem that
terrorists posed was rooted in two claims: first, that terrorists represented a “new” threat, and
second, that because they constituted a new threat, “new” tools were needed to increased
security and end the terrorist threat.
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tims, which was emphasized and repeated by
both Bush and Obama to distinguish terrorist
violence from other forms of political violence.
Terrorists are evil, in other words, because they
senselessly slaughter and murder innocent men,
women, and children. This point was made clear
in President Bush’s farewell address on January
15, 2009, when he declared that “good and evil
are present in the world and between the two of
them there can be no compromise. Murdering
the innocent to advance an ideology is wrong
every time, everywhere. (Miller Center,
2013a)”. The presumption that targets of terror-
ist violence are innocent extends to those who,
by definition, are not civilians and thus cannot
be victims of terrorism: “No enemy is more
ruthless in Iraq than al-Qaeda. They send sui-
cide bombers into crowded markets; they be-
head innocent captives and they murder inno-
cent troops” (The White House, Office of the
Press Secretary, 2007). Despite Iraq being an
active war zone at the time, the violence in-
flicted by al-Qaeda in Iraq against coalition
troops is grouped with attacks on distinctly non-
military, and thus “innocent,” targets (market-
goers and captives).
Terrorist violence was often framed in apo-

litical terms. Rather than pursuing a specific
political agenda, terrorist violence, according to
Bush and Obama, is motivated purely by hatred
and a base desire to kill. Within this frame,
terrorist violence is not a means to an end;
rather, it is sought after as an end in itself. In his
State of the Union Address on January 29, 2002,
President Bush declared that “our enemies send
other people’s children on missions of suicide
and murder. They embrace tyranny and death as
cause and creed.” (Miller Center, 2013b) When
the political objectives of terrorist actors are
mentioned, it is generally in terms of their hos-
tility to Western values, which are often de-
picted in universalist terms—particularly by
President Bush. Human freedom is antithetical
to terrorists and their aims. “The advance of
liberty is opposed by terrorists and extremists,”
Bush said in his January 28, 2008, State of the
Union Address, “evil men who despise free-
dom, despise America, and aim to subject mil-
lions to their violent rule.” (Miller Center,
2013f) Beyond murder, then, the only other
objective of terrorists was to destroy the univer-
sal moral good that is human freedom.

Although Obama had made steps to contex-
tualize the conflict between the United States
and groups like al Qaeda by addressing U.S.
foreign policy and its history with the “Muslim
world” (see (The White House, Office of Press
Secretary, 2009a)), Obama did not reject the
characterization of terrorists as evil. “And
where terrorists offer only the injustice of dis-
order and destruction,” Obama declared in a
speech on May 21, 2009, “America must dem-
onstrate that our values and our institutions are
more resilient than a hateful ideology.” Like
Bush, Obama here references terrorists with
terms like “disorder” and “destruction” while
framing their political objectives as encompass-
ing a “hateful ideology.” (The White House,
Office of the Press Secretary, 2009c) This apo-
litical framing of terrorist actors emerged in
President Obama’s speech on the death of
Osama bin Laden:

[bin Laden] was a mass murderer who offered a mes-
sage of hate—an insistence that Muslims had to take
up arms against the West, and that violence against
men, women and children was the only path to change.
He rejected democracy and individual rights for Mus-
lims in favor of violence extremism; his agenda fo-
cused on what he could destroy—not what he could
build. (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary,
2011)

Bin Laden is thus framed in terms of the
terrorist-as-evil construction that emerged un-
der Bush. Driven by hate and a desire to kill, bin
Laden is portrayed as the antithesis of universal
(i.e., Western) values and offering only an “ex-
tremist” agenda of destruction.
Because of their hostility to universal values

and their desire to harm innocent people, both
Bush and Obama framed terrorists as threats to
the global community and not just the United
States. This framing served the dual purpose of
morally excluding those labeled as terrorists
from the global community as well as rallying
international support for U.S. counterterrorism
policies. “History has called America and our
allies to action,” declared President Bush in his
January 29, 2002 State of the Union Address,
“and it’s both our responsibility and our privi-
lege to fight freedom’s fight.” (Miller Center,
2013b) This statement emphasizes the threat to
all freedom-loving nations that terrorists pose.
As a value under threat, such nations have the
moral obligation to ally themselves with the
United States and defend freedom.
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Echoing this narrative framework, President
Obama, in describing the terrorist threat, re-
marked in March 27, 2009 speech that, “what’s at
stake at this time is not just our own security—it’s
the very idea that free nations can come together
on behalf of our common security.” (The White
House, Office of the Press Secretary, 2009b) As
with Bush, Obama juxtaposes the terrorist en-
emy figure against a community of “free na-
tions” from which they are excluded. This com-
munity must rally together to face this common
threat—defined by the United States—for the
sake of preserving their common security. In
doing so, they lend implicit support to U.S.
counterterrorism efforts.

“New Tools” for a “New” Threat

In light of the level and scope the terrorist
threat poses, what can be done to safeguard the
public? U.S. counterterrorism policy, which has
featured—and, in some respects, still feature—
“enhanced” interrogation, domestic surveil-
lance, and drone strikes in foreign countries,
was morally justified by Presidents Bush and
Obama on the basis that it makes the public
safer. This justification was rooted in two fun-
damental claims: first, that terrorists constitute a
“new” threat; and second, that because they
represent a new threat, “new tools” are needed
to make the United States—and the world—
more secure (see the top portion of Figure 1).
The depiction of terrorism as a new, unprec-

edented threat by Bush has been explored else-
where (see Jackson, 2005, 2007). “Mr. Speaker,
Vice President Cheney, members of Congress,
distinguished guests, fellow citizens, as we
gather tonight,” President Bush opened his Jan-
uary 29, 2002 State of the Union Address, “our
nation is at war, our economy is in recession, and
the civilized world faces unprecedented dangers.”
(Miller Center, 2013b) The terrorist enemy figure
described by Bush is depicted as both a threat to
the civilized world and as a new political actor on
the world stage. Regardless of the persistence of
incidents of international terrorism throughout the
20th century (Hoffman, 2006), the asserted
“newness” of those who carried out the Septem-
ber 11, 2001 attacks buttressed the subsequent
claim that the U.S. government required “new
tools” to fulfill its fundamental duty of protect-
ing the nation. Obama’s narrative of the gov-
ernment’s response to the September 11, 2001

attacks in a speech given on May 21, 2009,
illustrates this argument:

After 9/11, we knew we entered a new era—the ene-
mies who did not abide by any law of war presented
new challenges to our application of the law; that our
government would need new tools to protect the Amer-
ican people, and that these tools would have to allow us
to prevent attacks instead of simply prosecuting those
who carry them out. (The White House, Office of the
Press Secretary, 2009c)

Although his May 21, 2009 speech became
noteworthy for its explicit repudiation of Bush-
era counterterrorism policies,1 Bush-era rheto-
ric was nevertheless reflected in Obama’s nar-
rative, in that the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks
were depicted as a “new” kind of threat requir-
ing “new” tools to fight them.
The argument that “new” tools were neces-

sary to safeguard the public was often predi-
cated on the supposed failures of the “old”
methods that the government had at its disposal
that led to the September 11, 2001 attacks. This
line of argument is alluded to in the closing of
Obama’s statement, namely, that the govern-
ment would need “new tools to protect the
American people” because these would allow
the prevention of future terrorist attacks. Obama
thus contrasts the proactive strategy of preven-
tion with the more passive legal approach (“in-
stead of simply prosecuting those who carry
them out”) that can only be implemented after
an attack has been attempted. The supposed
failure of the traditional legal system to deal
with terrorism had been emphasized earlier by
President Bush when he declared in his January
20, 2004 State of the Union Address that “after
the chaos and carnage of September the 11th it
[was] not enough to serve our enemies legal
papers. The terrorists and their supporters de-
clared war on the United States and war is what
they got.” (Miller Center, 2013c)
In this statement, Bush directly points to the

inadequacies of the former juridical approach to

1 For example, Obama declared in this speech that “to
protect the American people and our values, we’ve banned
enhanced interrogation techniques. We are closing Guan-
tanamo. We are reforming military commissions and will
pursue a new legal regime to detain terrorists. We are
declassifying more information and embracing more over-
sight of our actions and we’re narrowing our use of the state
secrets privilege. These are dramatic changes that will put
our approach to national security on a surer, safer, and more
sustainable footing.”
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counterterrorism and clearly places counterter-
rorism within a war discourse (see Crawford,
2003).
The use of a war framework rationalized

counterterrorism tools that would otherwise be
unavailable under the former legal framework.
Justifying the use of enhanced interrogation
(e.g., “waterboarding”), President Bush stated
in a September 6, 2006 speech, “I can say that
questioning the detainees in this program has
given us information that saved innocent lives
by helping us stop new attack—here in the
United States and across the world.” (President
Bush’s Speech on Terrorism, 2006)
Given the emphasis on preventing new at-

tacks, rather than simply prosecuting those who
plot them, terrorists are referred to in martial
terms. Rather than suspects, they are “detain-
ees” or “unlawful combatants” (Kinsella, 2005).
Legal frameworks and international standards
of justice are superseded by the need to secure
the public, a hierarchy of values made clear by
President Bush’s declaration during his January
20, 2004 State of the Union Address: “America
will never seek a permission slip to defend the
security of our country.” (Miller Center, 2013c)
The moral supremacy of security above all

other values also emerged in President Obama’s
justification for the drone strike that killed An-
war Awlaki: “I would have detained and pros-
ecuted Awlaki if we captured him before he
carried out a plot,” President Obama remarked
in a speech given on May 23, 2013, “But we
couldn’t. And as President, I would have been
derelict in my duty had I not authorized the
strike that took Awlaki out.” (The White House,
Office of the Press Secretary, 2013a) Because
Awlaki was a terrorist, and like all terrorists,
“he was continuously trying to kill people,” due
process and legal considerations are only ad-
hered to as a matter of convenience. As made
evident by Obama, the otherwise extrajudicial
killing of a U.S. citizen in a foreign country was
nonetheless morally justified in the name of
national security.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine
terrorism-related rhetoric in speeches made by
Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama.
We sought specifically to identify how moral
discourse was employed by each president to

define who the terrorists were and to justify
measures to stop them. Our study revealed how
Presidents Bush and Obama employed moral
discourse to achieve the “complex discursive
accomplishment” of moral exclusion (Tileagă,
2007, p. 732). The moral exclusion of the “ter-
rorist” was accomplished by framing the harm
that terrorists inflict as especially morally ob-
jectionable. The “problem” (i.e., threat) of ter-
rorism was amplified, moreover, such that dras-
tic solutions (i.e., new counterterrorism “tools”)
were deemed necessary in order to safeguard
the public (cf., Edelman, 1988). These new
tools (e.g., enhanced interrogation, indefinite
detention, domestic surveillance) were morally
justified on the basis of the security that they
afforded the country as well as the global com-
munity.
As illustrated in Figure 1, both Bush and

Obama distinguished terrorists as “evil” and
their violence as particularly morally objection-
able. Statements emphasizing the innocence of
the victims, as well as their apolitical motiva-
tions (e.g., hatred), buttressed this characteriza-
tion. These claims served to distinguish the ter-
rorist category from other political actors along
a moral basis. Due to their violation of seem-
ingly universal moral values regarding life, lib-
erty and justice, terrorists were construed as
global threat that demanded a global response.
We interpreted this framing as an attempt to
rally international support for U.S. counterter-
rorism policies (Lazar & Lazar, 2004).
Both Bush and Obama accomplished the jus-

tification of extreme counterterrorism measures
via a rhetorical appeal to the “newness” of the
terrorist threat and the necessity of “new” tools
to protect the public. Depicted as evil, terrorists
were portrayed as a new, unprecedented threat
to the United States, in particular, and the
world, in general (see Jackson, 2005). Given the
unprecedented nature of the threat, both Bush
and Obama acknowledged the failures and in-
adequacies of the “old” ways of dealing with
terrorism, which was generally through the le-
gal system. Moving counterterrorism from a
juridical framework to a war framework (Craw-
ford, 2003), “new” tools were argued to be
necessary to safeguard the public. These new
tools, for example, enhanced interrogation for
Bush and drone strikes for Obama, were justi-
fied on the basis that they prevented terror at-
tacks and increased security.
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The overall similarity we observed between
the conservative-leaning Bush and the liberal-
leaning Obama thus reaffirms the findings of
McCrisken (2011). In other words, despite no-
table statements to the contrary, President
Obama largely maintained the war-on-terrorism
discourse that emerged during the Bush admin-
istration. We interpret this finding in two ways.
First, the similarity we observed between the
terrorism-related rhetoric of President Bush and
President Obama may be evidence of the overall
“naturalization” of post-9/11 terrorism dis-
course. Second, if the oft-cited adage that “pol-
itics stop at the water’s edge” (Vandenberg,
1952) is true, partisan differences in moral dis-
course are less likely to emerge a priori in
presidential rhetoric on foreign policy matters.
We close our discussion by addressing the im-
plications of our study for peace psychologists
interested in the consequences of U.S. counter-
terrorism efforts.

The Naturalization of Terrorism Discourse:
The Case of President Obama’s
Ambivalence

On June 5, 2013, journalist Glenn Greenwald
of The Guardian revealed that the National Se-
curity Agency (NSA) had been collecting mo-
bile-phone records of U.S. citizens (Greenwald,
2013b). Subsequent disclosures sourced to for-
mer NSA contractor Edward Snowden revealed
that this type of domestic surveillance extended
to the collection of data from Internet servers in
conjunction with companies like Google, Ap-
ple, and Facebook (Greenwald & MacAskill,
2013). This program, called Prism, grew out of
legislation during the Bush Administration that
made Internet and telecommunication compa-
nies immune from prosecution for their work
with the NSA (Greenwald & MacAskill, 2013).
In the wake of the controversy that arose fol-
lowing the reports about the NSA’s activities,
President Obama defended the program to re-
porters by remarking,

It’s important to recognize that you can’t have 100%
security and also then have 100% privacy and zero
inconvenience. . . . What I can say is that in evaluating
these programs, they make a difference in our capacity
to anticipate and prevent possible terrorist activity.
(The White House, Office of the Press Secretary,
2013b)

When asked about his thoughts about the
NSA in an interview with CNN nearly a month
after Obama’s statement, former President Bush
remarked that, regarding the relationship be-
tween security and privacy, “There needs to be
a balance, and as [President Obama] explained,
there is a proper balance” (Mullen, 2013).
President Obama explicitly challenged the

counterterrorism policies of the Bush adminis-
tration in his May 21, 2009 speech in which he
notably pledged to close the prison camp in
Guantanamo Bay and renounced the use of tor-
ture. When compared with our findings, these
pronouncements highlight the overall ambiva-
lence of President Obama’s rhetoric on terror-
ism and counterterrorism. That is, while chal-
lenging some of the most controversial
counterterrorism measures, we found that
Obama retained much of the terrorism discourse
characteristic of the Bush administration (see
McCrisken, 2011). For example, whereas
Obama stated on January 7, 2010, that “we are
at war against al Qaeda . . . and we will do
whatever it takes to defeat them,” he noted 3
years later on May 23, 2013, that “we must
define the nature and scope of this struggle or
else it will define us, mindful of James Madi-
son’s warning that ‘No nation could preserve its
freedom in the midst of continual warfare.’”
Obama thus recants his framing of a perpetual
war against al-Qaeda from 2010 with the invo-
cation of James Madison’s quote, which illus-
trates the danger that perpetual war poses to a
democratic society. It was nevertheless in this
speech that Obama legitimized the continued
use of drone strikes on terrorism suspects in
foreign countries, regardless of whether the
United States is formally at war with that coun-
try. The persistence of this discourse on terror-
ism, we believe, should be considered a contrib-
uting factor for why many of the Bush-era
counterterrorism policies have remained in
place (e.g., extraordinary rendition; Whitlock,
2013).
We will not go so far as to make claims about

President Obama’s aspirations regarding U.S.
counterterrorism policy or about the potential
constraints imposed on his administration. What
our results do illustrate, however, is the overall
“naturalization” (see Fairclough, 1995) of ter-
rorism discourse after the September 11, 2011
attacks (Jackson, 2007). Rather than being
viewed as a particular ideological construct jus-
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tifying a specific type of response to the Sep-
tember 11 attacks, the terrorism discourse of
both Bush and Obama, featuring the depiction
of terrorists as an evil that must be destroyed by
any means necessary, is treated as natural and
commonsensical. This war-on-terrorism dis-
course thus forms the background knowledge
from which in-group (United States and its al-
lies) and out-group (terrorists) categories
emerge (van Dijk, 2006) and counterterrorism
strategy is determined.
The construction of enemies is a common

feature of political discourse (see Edelman,
1988). Our findings add to a growing body of
literature demonstrating the power that labeling
and defining enemy groups has on determining
policies toward those groups. Bhatia (2005), for
instance, writes, “To name is to identify an
object, remove it from the unknown, and then
assign it a set of characteristics, motives, values
and behaviors” (p. 8). Previous research, focus-
ing primarily on the Bush administration, has
shown how, from the war on terrorism, dis-
course terrorists have been identified with bar-
barism (Kinsella, 2005; Leudar et al., 2004) and
criminality (Golec de Zavala & Kossowska,
2011). Adding to this body of research, our
results show how the figure of “terrorist” was
identified with extreme moral transgression (see
also Lazar & Lazar, 2004). This type of con-
struction served the dual purpose of delegiti-
mizing terrorists and laying the groundwork for
the justification of the U.S. counterterrorism
policy (Bhatia, 2005).
Further evidence for the naturalization of the

war-on-terrorism discourse throughout both
presidencies is the relative support for many
extreme counterterrorism policies among the
public. A majority of the U.S. public support the
use of drone strikes (Pew Research Center,
2013a) and view the NSA domestic surveillance
program as an acceptable counterterrorism tac-
tic (Pew Research Center, 2013b). An over-
whelming majority of the U.S. public (70%)
also supports the decision to keep the prison
camp at Guantanamo Bay open (Tyson, 2013).
The support for these policies, despite their po-
tential consequences for civil liberties and the
rule of law, make sense when taking into ac-
count the morally abject terrorist enemy figure
that lies at the center of the war-on-terrorism
discourse revealed in our study.

Politics at the Water’s Edge: Lessons for
Peace Psychology

“To me ‘bipartisan foreign policy’ means a
mutual effort, under our indispensable two-
party system,” wrote Senator Arthur H. Van-
denberg (1952), “to unite our official voice at
the water’s edge that America speaks with
maximum authority against those who would
divide and conquer us and the free world”
(pp. 552–553). We referenced this oft-cited
sentiment, shortened usually to the admonish-
ment that “partisan politics should stop at the
water’s edge,” as a potential explanation for
the similarities we observed in the terror-
related rhetoric between Presidents Bush and
Obama. That is, despite President Bush and
President Obama being of two different po-
litical parties—and concurrently two different
political ideologies—the fact that terrorism is
viewed as a foreign policy matter may ac-
count for the similarities observed in the
speeches of both presidents. The need to
maintain a “common front” against a national
threat may also explain the ambivalence char-
acteristic of Obama’s terror-related rhetoric.
Although explicitly repudiating counterterror-
ism measures from the Bush administration,
Obama largely reproduced the war-on-
terrorism discourse of his predecessor.
Recent scholarship (Haidt, 2012; Lakoff,

2002) has focused on factors that distinguish
people of different political orientations
(namely, liberals and conservatives). The re-
sults of our study show that this focus may be
too narrow. The persistence of a war-on-
terrorism discourse featuring, at its core, a
morally excluded and delegitimized terrorist
enemy figure in two presidential administra-
tions of different political leanings is note-
worthy. This discourse has provided—and
continues to provide—the moral justifications
for the greatest excesses and abuses of U.S.
counterterrorism policy following the Sep-
tember 11, 2001 attacks. What is critical for
peace psychologists, therefore, is to focus
greater attention on those issues that seem-
ingly transcend partisanship and to decon-
struct the “background knowledge” (Fair-
clough, 1995) contained therein.
In analyzing the terror-related rhetoric of

Presidents Bush and Obama, our study answers
those who have called for the greater use of
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discursive methods in the study of peace psy-
chology (Gibson, 2012; Hammack & Pilecki,
2012). Such methods assume the fundamental
link between mind and society with language as
the primary mediating process (Hammack &
Pilecki, 2012, in press). Recognizing the influ-
ence that language backed by political power
can have on how identity and reality are expe-
rienced, discursive methods are especially use-
ful in uncovering the ideological content impli-
cated within political rhetoric (Fairclough,
1995; Tileagă, 2013; van Dijk, 2006). Discourse
methods also recognize that language is a form
of social action (Edwards, 1991). As exempli-
fied in the results of our study, language can be
used specifically to construct social categories
for the purposes of legitimizing specific politi-
cal projects (e.g., Reicher, 2004; Reicher &
Hopkins, 2001a, 2001b). The strength of discur-
sive methods is thus the assumption that lan-
guage is not neutral, but is instead a tool toward
which policies and actions—such as extreme
counterterrorism measures—are framed as mor-
ally acceptable and necessary.
Our study was limited in a number of ways.

First, our corpus of speeches contained only
those from Presidents Bush and Obama. Other
administration officials (e.g., Secretary of State,
Secretary of Defense) may have employed a
different rhetorical strategy when discussing
terrorism. Future research should thus broaden
its examination of terrorism discourse to in-
clude other administration officials as well as
members of Congress. Second, we cannot make
any claims regarding the effectiveness of the
political rhetoric analyzed in our study. Al-
though we part to the persistence of many coun-
terterrorism policies, as well as some public
opinion data, we cannot ascertain whether those
listening to the speeches were more likely to
either agree with the depiction of terrorists pre-
sented in the speeches or support certain coun-
terterrorism measures (e.g., domestic surveil-
lance). The purpose of this study was primarily
descriptive, in that we sought to reveal how
terrorism was talked about by Presidents Bush
and Obama. The fact that we cannot make spe-
cific claims regarding effectiveness vis-à-vis the
intended audiences should not diminish our
findings. Future research, nevertheless, might
incorporate an experimental component (e.g.,
Herrera & Reicher, 1998; Verkuyten, 2011) that
can determine the extent to which presidential

rhetoric influences peoples’ attitudes toward
counterterrorism policy.
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