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Introduction  

This paper was inspired by a book that was published more than 30 years ago:

Daniel Heradstveit, The Arab-Israeli Conflict Psychological Obstacles to Peace.

In the book Heradstveit applied the principles of consistency theory and attribution theory, as well as the operational code approach, to the conflict in the Middle East.  
Although the focus of the research was the Arab-Israeli conflict, the results are highly relevant to the thirty-year conflict between Iran and the United States.  For example, Heradstveit found support in his interviews for the proposition that the devil image of the opponent is highly resistant to change and often takes on the character of self-fulfilling prophecies (Heradstveit, 1979, p. 123).

More recent research by Heradstveit and Bonham in the Arab world, which focused on how Arab elites attributed the causes of the Gulf War, provided additional support for attribution theory from the field of cognitive psychology. 

The research also suggested that cultural differences might also be involved.  The authors concluded that “attributions which, on the surface, seem to refer merely to features of the situation can thus carry undertones of or associations to an (evil) disposition. These undertones can be communicated effectively within a given culture but are not always "heard" across cultural boundaries (p. 287).”  
Approaches and Methods

In this paper we analyzed and compared linguistic formulations of President George Bush and President Barak Obama as they talk about the Muslim world, particularly relations between the United States and Iran. 
We were especially interested in their use of culturally-specific cognitive structures, including figurative language, to discuss the future of U.S.-Iranian relations.

To identify and analyze the connotative language of Bush and Obama, we made use of the technique of critical metaphor analysis. 
This approach is based on the work of Lakoff and Johnson, which has been further modified by others.
  “The basic claims of this approach are that the mind is inherently embodied, thought is mostly unconscious and abstract concepts are largely metaphorical.”
  
The technique provides an economical way of identifying metaphorical and metonymic thinking, as well as describing and conceptual metaphors.  Additional [contextual] analysis is necessary, however, to provide the social and cultural context of the metaphor.

To provide a contextual analysis, we turn to the continental semiotic theory of Ferdinand de Saussure.  For Saussure, a sign consists of a signifier and a signified.  For example, the word “terrorist” is a sign consisting of the following:  A signifier, the word “terrorist,” and a signified concept—a person who attacks innocent civilian targets.  
President Bush

The Axis of Evil Speech


In his State of the Union message to Congress on 29 January 2002, President Bush used the expression, the “Axis of Evil,” to include Iraq, Iran, and North Korea.”

The AXIS OF EVIL Metaphor

Many observers in the United States and Europe were both amused and puzzled by President Bush’s use of the phrase, “Axis of Evil.”  Although this phrase may have been an invention of the President’s speech writers, it contains metonymic concepts that are grounded in experience and, like metaphors, “structure not just our language but also our thoughts, attitudes, and actions.”

The important thing about the "evil" component of the metaphor is that evil has no specific goal--except to produce evil. As an ontological force “evil” has no interests of its own except the interests related to its destination: that is why all negotiations with evil are fruitless. Therefore, the Forces of Evil have to be destroyed totally by the Forces of Good.  
Moreover, the absurd unity of such different political forces as Iran and North Korea seem not to be so absurd, if you agree the principle of Unity of Evil. If there is only one evil, all its incarnations are simply the different forms of one force--an argument which is very easy to understand, when you accept the dualistic ontology. Here the ontological changes produced by metaphor are obvious.

We would also point out that the crafters of a rhetorical device intended to function in one cultural and political context have only imperfect control over how that device is received and exploited in an alien cultural and political context.  This is exactly what we have witnessed with dramatic changes in the political context after the metaphor was originally articulated.  

President Obama

Shortly after his inauguration, President Barak Obama signaled a change in US foreign policy toward the Islamic world in an interview on Al-Arabiya. 
In the interview, President Obama focused on the relationship between the United States and Iran.  Obama began on a positive note (“Now, the Iranian people are a great people, and the Persian civilization is a great civilization”), but he went on to point out that “Iran has acted in ways that’s not conducive to peace and prosperity in the region…”  
He ended the interview by repeating a line from his inauguration speech: “If countries like Iran are willing to unclench their fist, the will find an extended hand from us.”  Thus, for President Obama a HANDSHAKE is a metaphor that has relevance in both business and international relations. 

The Cairo Address


The Cairo Speech, which President Obama delivered on 4 June 2009. Almost everything that he said in this speech had an impact that continues to be felt today, because it established a new American paradigm for relating to the Muslim world.

President Obama said that he had come to Cairo to seek “a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world, one based on mutual interest and mutual respect.”   

After stating the goal of his address, the President introduced himself to the audience:

Now part of this conviction is rooted in my own experience. I'm a Christian, but my father came from a Kenyan family that includes generations of Muslims.  
 The message was simple and effective:  I am one of you!  

The FAMILY Metaphor

One of the dominant metaphors in President Obama’s Cairo speech is the FAMILY.  In a commencement address at the University of Notre Dame on 17 May 2009, he provided a preview of the idea that the WORLD IS A FAMILY.
  Despite the growing diversity in the world, including “diversity of thought, diversity of culture, and diversity of belief,” we “must find a way to live together as one human family.”  

Less than three weeks later in Cairo, President Obama elaborated the FAMILY metaphor to articulate his vision of the world. The President wants to “focus on the future we seek for our children,” for example, and he imagines “a world where governments serve their citizens, and the rights of all God’s children are respected.” 

The Doha Speech

It is instructive to compare the Cairo speech with the speech President Obama prepared for the U.S.-Islamic World Forum in Doha, Qatar, on 13 February 2010.  In Doha President Obama began his remarks with Assalaamu alaykum.  For Obama this did not sound artificial; on the contrary, with his dark skin and Muslim family background it sounded like the most natural thing in the world to say.  At the same time it is very forceful for an American president to say this greeting, because it is a metonym for the whole Muslim World. 

President Bush and President Obama


In spite of differences in style and outlook, President Bush and President Obama share the histories of their nation.  

Both American leaders also make use of religious discourse. The State of the Union Address reflects Bush’s strong moralistic outlook.
  President Obama used "a new beginning" three times in Cairo. Assalaamu alaykum (peace be upon you) is also religious, of course, and President Obama’s speech in Cairo contains other references to religious texts.  

Nevertheless, the references to “Evil” by President Bush and “a new beginning” by President Obama tell us something about differences in their world views.  President Bush used “Evil” to exclude people and distance “The Other,” while President Obama used “a new beginning" to make a statement about inclusion. When President Obama speaks to “The Other," he is a "well-wisher” with an extended hand (HANDSHAKE): “May God’s Peace Be Upon You."  

A semiotic analysis of “Islamic” is also revealing.  Although the signifier is the same for both presidents, the signified for President Bush is a world that “greeted the fall of tyranny with song and celebration” and consists of “brave men and women” who support “our values.”  In other words people in the Islamic world are much like us. 
For President Obama, on the other hand, the signifier is a place where he “heard the call of the azaan at the break of dawn and the fall of dusk,” a place that “has given us majestic arches and soaring spires; timeless poetry and cherished music; elegant calligraphy and places of peaceful contemplation.” “Islamic” for President Obama is a sign for a culture with strong traditions that are different from those of the West.

Similarly, “Iran” is a signifier that has a different signified, depending upon the speaker.  For President Bush, “Iran” is a regime that “pursues” weapons of mass destruction, “exports” terror, and “represses” the hopes of its people for freedom. 

For Obama, on the other hand, “Iran” is a country that has had a “tumultuous” relationship with the United States, a history that has been a source of tension and mistrust.  Although Iran “could lead the world down a hugely dangerous path,” there is still the opportunity to “move forward without preconditions on the basis of mutual respect.”  
“Iran” for President Bush is a threat, but for President Obama “Iran” presents an opportunity. 

Differences in the signified, of course, may reflect contextual factors.  In 2002 President Bush was addressing the American people four months after 9/11, while President Obama’s audience was the Muslim world more than seven years later. Furthermore, the concept of “A New Beginning” takes on different meanings, depending on the audience.  The implication for the Muslim world is that a better world may emerge.  For an audience in the United States, especially a Christian audience, on the other hand, the phrase might suggest being “born again.” 
The Challenge for President Obama

One of the challenges that President Obama faces with respect to the Muslim world is to deliver a clear-cut message to multiple audiences who do not share his own cultural, historical, and religious traditions. 
President Bush ignored this challenge, and, as a consequence, found that his message strengthened the rhetorical position of conservatives vis-à-vis reformers in Iran.

When President Obama gave his address in Cairo, he was talking to the Muslim world.  But he also has to keep in mind the American and European audiences, who have different world views and values.  This is a big problem for a world leader like President Obama.  
How do you communicate to audiences at home and abroad, as well as opponents, without being accused of double talk?  Can you talk to all of these audiences simultaneously and run the risk of targeting values that are easily understood at home but misunderstood by audiences abroad? 
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