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Abstract of Thesis
Selling the War in Iraq: The Use of Principled Language in Political Communications

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush’s
administration engaged in a concerted communications effort intended to highlight the
necessity of aggressive diplomatic and military action against the nation’s enemies. Iraq
was identified as a key threat; the Iraqi government was reportedly manufacturing
chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons and supporting terrorist groups. From August
0f 2002 to March of 2003, administration officials described the nature of the Iraqi
government and its leader, Saddam Hussein, as inherently evil and fated to a course of
action that could be stopped only by force. Using language that cloaked the issue in
ideological, abstract, and grand terms, the issue was depicted as a conflict between
righteous good and sinister evil.

This narrative powerfully influenced the way the public, the media, and
politicians discussed and perceived the conflict. This thesis argues that the use of grand
ideals and principles such as freedom, peace, security were an integral part of the
administration’s frame, and that these ideals were a part of what enabled the frame to
successfully affect the political debate. The administration was able to influence the
perception of Iraq as a political issue, fermenting beliefs and opinions that supported the
administration’s proposed diplomatic and military actions.

Through an interpretive content analysis of all of President Bush’s Iraq-related
speeches in the run-up to the war, the research will determine the manner in which these
grand ideals are infused in the projected frame. Relevant actors are categorized into

groups and these groups are examined for the consistent themes in which ideals affect the
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frame’s description of anticipated and explained past, present, and future behaviors. By
explaining the behaviors of all actors according to the consistent explanatory base of
these ideals, the frame creates a simplistic narrative that is powerful in its ability to
provide a narrow but compelling interpretation of a complex reality. In doing this, the
administration was able to effectively influence the discussion and the direction and

outcome of events.
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I. Introduction

“But in the name of peace, in the name of securing our future, if Saddam Hussein will not
disarm, the United States of America and friends of freedom will disarm Saddam
Hussein.”

- President George W. Bush, January 22, 2003

The evidence that was used to justify an invasion of Iraq by American and
European military forces in March of 2003 was always flimsy. In the years since the
invasion, mounting proof has shown that the initial justifications for the invasion - Iraq’s
development and intentions to use chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, as well as
its support of and collusion with international terrorist organizations — were, at best,
based on anecdotal and questionable intelligence, spurious inferences and interpretations
offered as fact (Miller 2006). Even before the invasion, substantial evidence existed that
challenged President George W. Bush' and his administration’s stated reasons for the use
of military force, and these were publicly available and often voiced in the media.
Simply put, “volumes of contrary information circulated” (Bennett, Lawrence, and
Livingston 2007: 22) that called into question or contradicted the president’s case for
war.

Nevertheless, President Bush’s administration managed to ‘sell’ the ‘need’ for
invading Iraq to the American public with considerable success, convincing significant
portions of the public that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction (WMD), connections to
terrorists, and that it was a valid theater of conflict in the War on Terror. The

administration’s communications managed to foster a social and political environment in

post-9/11 America that called for and justified a war against Saddam Hussein’s regime in
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Iraq. While justifications for the invasion of Iraq were arguably not firmly grounded in
an objective and rational analysis of real threats and the most appropriate solutions to
those threats, the administration was able to construct a compelling narrative that sold the
war in an emotionally, psychologically, and politically adept manner. This thesis
identifies key traits of this narrative that made the communications of the administration
successful.

The Bush administration’s framing of the War on Terror condensed a complex
political situation into a simplistic and clear-cut narrative of conflicting good and evil in
the world. The actions of good and evil actors were described and anticipated according
to their allegiance or antipathy to principles and concepts such as security, peace, and
freedom. In the communications of President Bush, these principles serve as the base of
the explanatory frame, dictating the significance and orientation of all the relevant actors
and events for the frame’s audience. This paper will expand upon previous
documentation and analysis (the list is endless, but see Woodward 2004, Ackerman and
Judis 2003, Isikoff and Corn 2006, and Cramer and Thrall 2011) of how the Bush
administration persuaded the American public to support a U.S. invasion of Iraq by
examining the significance of the use of concepts - such as freedom - in the framing and
consequent discussion of the invasion. By framing a political choice as essentially a non-
choice, and by making the decision to support war one of supporting grand values, the
administration was able to restrict the bases and opportunities for dissent to the proposed
policies and war.

This thesis is a case study of how foreign policy can be shaped through the

persistent framing of a situation in ideological, abstract, and absolute terms. To borrow



Entman’s definition, to frame “is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make
them more salient in a communicating text” (1993: 52). Bush not only increased
American (and world) attention on Iraq, but explained the foreign policy issues regarding
that country in terms of grand principles, so influencing the manner in which the issue
was discussed. The ethics and rallying cries the administration infused into its
communications included concepts such as freedom, security, and peace. These values
define the problem and its inherent moral nature, as well as the appropriate course of
action that is the United States’ duty to undertake. These principles and beliefs are a
significant part of the way in which the frame distorts strict and objective discussions of
policy and reality and transforms the narrative into something that is, as Stone puts it, “a
drama... [that is] emotionally compelling, and sometimes blinding” (2002: 134).

Control of a citizenry is often assumed to be achieved either by coercive force, by
restricted access to information or resources, or by intentional lying and deception.
However, as Gramsci (see Forgacs 2000: 196-197) would argue, in modern democratic
capitalist societies consent is a more important tool than coercion in achieving control of
the citizenry. Shaping or framing mass messages to the populace is a key means by which
powerbrokers seek to mold pubic opinion and collective understanding. In this way,
propaganda need not rely on overt repression of media or other aspects of a free society,
but instead can be facilitated and even achieved by framing. If frames are successfully
adopted by society, they can define the parameters of what is considered acceptable in
public deliberation. This study argues that the administration framed the issue by
effectively attaching its policies and perspectives to these grand principles, creating an

environment where a potential rejection of its policies was a rejection of the principles.



And a rejection of the principles, values like freedom and democracy, is commonly
assumed to be socially and, by extension, politically unacceptable and unthinkable.

To determine the principles and values used, and how they are applied in the
frame, the case study in this thesis relies on a content analysis of President Bush’s
communications between August 2002 and March 2003. Speeches, press conferences,
interviews, and other forms of communication were coded and analyzed for the
consistent invocation of principles to explain and predict the past, present and future
behavior of all the relevant actors.

In order to discuss the way in which the administration was able to use these
principles in order to justify the invasion of Iraq in 2003 to the U.S. public and media, the
historical context is important to keep in mind. On September 11th, 2001, the
international militant group al-Qaeda attacked the United States and killed over 3,000
people. In October 2001, the United States invaded Afghanistan with the stated intention
of destroying al-Qaeda’s camps and leadership and removing the Taliban government of
Afghanistan that had openly permitted this terrorist group to establish bases in their
country. In August of 2002, the Bush administration began making a case to invade Iraq,
describing the Iraqi government’s support of terrorist groups and human rights violations
against its own citizens, as well as the ruling government’s manufacturing and use of
chemical and biological weapons, and the continued noncompliance with international
sanctions with regards to weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

In October of 2002, the U.S. Congress approved the conditional use of force
against Iraq if the Iraqi government did not fully consent to and comply with international

demands regarding WMD. In November of 2002, the United Nations Security Council



passed the U.S.-sponsored Resolution 1441, which stated that Iraq had “a final
opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations” (CNN 2002) and must submit to
extensive searches and monitoring of its weapons programs by international agencies.
Inspections resumed in late November; no decisive evidence was found that indicated
Iraq had been developing or storing prohibited weapons. Despite this lack of proof, the
Bush administration continued to make the case that Iraq was undoubtedly producing and
planning to use such weapons. Moreover, the Iraqi ‘regime’s’ continued insistence that it
was obeying international law was instead taken as a sign as further evidence of a history
of deceit.

The Bush administration persisted in attempting to obtain international approval
for further diplomatic and potential military action against Iraq. In February of 2003,
U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell presented the administration’s case in front of the
UN Security Council, again claiming that Iraq was developing biological weapons and
seeking to develop nuclear weapons. There was therefore an urgent need to deal with
these threats in as assertive a fashion as possible. Despite these efforts, it became clear
that members of the UN Security Council, most prominently France, would essentially
veto (by declaring they would not vote) any resolution calling for an invasion of Iraq.
Consequently, the Bush administration stopped seeking approval for an invasion through
the UN, and declared its intention to lead a force on its own volition. In late March of
2003, U.S. military forces (along with British, Australian, and Polish troops, with support
from others) led an assault on Iraq and, by the end of April, had removed Saddam

Hussein’s government from power.



Following the invasion, no decisive evidence was found of biological, chemical,
or nuclear weapons nor that they were being developed as had been alleged and described
by the Bush administration in the run-up to the war (see, for example, Miller 2006).
Neither were any direct links to al-Qaeda or other terrorist groups identified. The
primary justifications for the war, always tenuous, became increasingly apparent in their
falsity as the war dragged on.

Despite the weak or even inaccurate case Bush made, the American public’s
misperceptions about Iraq and the reasons for invasion were strong, and these continued
to persist beyond the initial period of the war. Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston cite a
2006 poll that found that “64% of Americans still believed that Saddam Hussein’s regime
had strong ties with Al Qaeda” (2007: 22). Findings such as these are strong evidence
that the administration’s framing of Iraq during the period of this study was effective in
promoting the policies and perspectives that the administration desired to inculcate in the
public.

The effect of this framing did not merely shape the public’s mind, but also
restricted opportunities for political elites and the media to question the frame or dissent
from the policy it implied. The administration had the upper hand in obtaining and
framing evidence or apparent evidence, including a near monopoly on intelligence and its
vetting. The social environment created by the frame meant that alternative or contrary
evidence could not find a consistent and coherent enough expression to exist as part of an
effective counterframe. Politicians, acquiescing to the social environment of conformity
created partly by the administration’s communications, either subdued or silenced their

resistance. Lacking a base of dissent from politicians, the media was unable or unwilling



to highlight information and arguments that called the very frame into question. The
following section overviews the work of political communications scholars, sociologists,
and other academics who study the interaction among politicians, media, public, and the
creation and effect of (mass) messaging, and the implicit or consequent suppression or

diminishment of other ideas and communications.



II. Literature Review & Theoretical Background

Two interconnected fields of study form the scholarly base for the research and
interpretation in this thesis. First, an understanding of the relationship among politicians,
the media, and the public is essential to understanding how frames work to shape
discourses as ideas are transmitted from political elites to the media and then to the
broader public. There are in turn reverse influences, as discussed below. Scholars’
theoretical and substantive analyses of these relationships allow us to observe the
particular windows of opportunity that an effective frame may have in altering political
events. The work of indexing theorists Bennett, Mermin and Hallin, as well as Entman’s
cascading activation theory, explain the traits of the relationship between the media and
politicians that in turn shows how framing can be transmitted to the public. Second, the
insights of rhetorical, cultural, and communications scholars Edelman and Weaver
enumerate what makes a frame more or less ‘effective’ and will facilitate the

interpretation of the administration’s communications.

Framing

A frame is a conceptual device for observing the ways in which information is
effected as it is communicated, transmitted, and perceived. Erving Goffman introduced
the concept in his 1974 classic Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of
Experience. For Goffman, “definitions of a situation are built up in accordance with
principles of organization which govern events - at least social ones - and our subjective
involvement in them” (1974: 10-11). In the minds of individuals who receive

information about a ‘situation,’ frames are the result of the cognitive habits, or



“principles of organization,” that serve to structure the manner in which particular
information finds its relevance in the narrative of a news story. These frames are
significant because they powerfully influence the ways issues are discussed and
understood.

Since Goffman, conceptual understandings of what constitutes a frame have
expanded to incorporate not only an individual’s perception of socially relevant
‘situations’, but also the broader ways in which humans seek to influence and understand
social occurrences and events. As an analytical tool, frames create a conceptual
separation between the infinite complexity of political events in the real world, and the
condensed and simplified version of an issue as it appears in an individual’s mind, and, of
particular relevance for this study, in the media.

Gamson and Modigliani’s (1987) definition explains the significance that media
frames have in influencing the perception of events in the news. A frame is “a central
organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events. [...]
The frame suggests what the controversy is about, the essence of the issue” (143). When
media outlets release information, it is never a simple stating of the facts or issue.
Instead, intentionally or unintentionally, aspects of the story are highlighted,
contextualized, ignored, or downplayed, and the story is placed within reference to
dominant legal, historical, and social conditions of the time. All of these components
guide media consumers as to how to receive and understand a news item.

To the extent this process creates or reinforces dominant ideas, particular

perspectives are amplified and extended, which can serve the interests of those seek to



advance particular frames. Entman’s definition of a frame highlights the agency that
actors have as they participate in the process of media framing:

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a
communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described.
(1993: 52)

Frame creation, in this case by politicians, demonstrates the political significance and
imperative in being able to successfully dictate the understandings that inform the
popular conception of an issue. Frames that succeed in having their ‘selected’ and
‘salient’ aspects of reality adopted by the media become the dominant discourses around
the relevant topic. As such, politicians who wish to remain politically viable must create
frames that benefit their own interests, all while addressing, with the intent to challenge

and undermine, the frames of those with competing perspectives.

Framing in Politics and Indexing Theory

An understanding of how a frame is constructed and transmitted in politics must
include an awareness of the relevant actors and processes. In political communications,
frames are created at various points of interaction. In simplified form, this process occurs
when politicians communicate with the media, which digests and transmits these
communications, and then when the public receives this information and makes further
collective judgments. When information is transmitted, comprehended, and discussed, all
of these engaged parties create their own interpretations and consequently affect the
media frame. Importantly, as will be addressed below, those who begin the process of
frame-setting (in our case, the president) have a disproportionate degree of influence over

the entire process.
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Each component of this communicative process acts in relation to the others. The
creation of frames by the initial communications of politicians and the subsequent
transition of this in the media “have a strong impact by constructing social reality,” while
the communicative actions of politicians and the media are “limited by an interaction
between mass media and recipients” (Scheufele 1999: 3). In other words, those creating
frames are motivated to conform to certain standards in order to satisfy the receiving
audience. At the same time, the audience is influenced by the repetition of the
communicating frames.

More specifically, the media and politicians have a well-established and
structured relationship that leads to anticipated behaviors. Because politicians have a
vested interest in being able to influence the media’s frames and because members of the
media have an interest in maintaining amicable relations with politicians, there is a
systematic process in the manner that the two interact. They are so integrated, in fact,
that some have argued the media is simply an extension of government (see Bennett’s
(1990) indexing theory, also covered below). Hallin suggests that journalism has become
“rationalized in the Weberian sense: it [has become] depersonalized and depoliticized, in
the partisan sense of ‘political,” and the media [are] integrated into the process of
government” (1986: 8). Hertsgaard, is his analysis of the Reagan administration’s
successful manipulation of the media, quotes David Gergen, the White House Director of
Communications under Reagan, as stating that the power dynamics between the press and
the White House was a “very major struggle to govern well in this country. To govern

successfully, the government has to set the agenda; it can’t let the press set the agenda for
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it” (quoted in Hertsgaard 1989: 33). This is a conflict at the heart of every modern
presidency.

The mechanics and standards of practice in the business of journalism often lead
to the media’s assent to the political status quo. Entman extends this argument,
documenting the “routine, motivating features of the news business that constrain the
impact of the strong ‘watchdog’ motivation” that is a traditionally assumed role and
objective of journalism. This includes the professional concerns of journalists not
wanting to blacklist themselves from the establishment with reports that are or even
might be considered subversive, the financial considerations of media organizations, the
“principle (or ritual) of objectivity, which discourages journalists from offering their
own, fully elaborated, overtly challenging substantive interpretations,” aspects of the way
newsrooms and organizations work including the organization of ‘beats’ that don’t
communicate with each other, and the market for fast, ‘soft’ news instead of detailed
reports that require a longer attention span (2004: 64-65).

Within this process, academic research has demonstrated that the media generally
do not alter the frame from the one found in the initial transmission of political
communications. The media simply reflects, or ‘indexes’ the degree of political opinion
expressed within government itself. In Bennett’s words: “Mass media news
professionals, from the boardroom to the beat, tend to ‘index’ the range of voices and
viewpoints in both news and editorials according to the range of views expressed in
mainstream government debate about a given topic” (1990: 106). The media’s
participation in this process tends to simply reflect, rather than reframe or challenge, the

communications emanating from governmental and political figures.
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Information packaged in the government’s preferred form often flows straight
through the media, largely uncritically, to the public. Media outlets are often unable or
unwilling to investigate, interrogate, or challenge the government’s projected frame. This
direct transmission of a news frame from politicians to the public via media outlets is
problematic because issues become defined not by a more rational and disinterested
appraisal of the issue, but by the government’s self-interested selection of information
and interpretation of events. As Mermin notes in his examination of American politics-
media relations regarding foreign policy in the post-Vietnam era, “if the source of
information on American foreign policy is the U.S. government, then what is being
reported is not the story, but a story, one told by [...] two powerful interested parties:
Democrats and Republicans” (1999: 145). In other words, the content of the news is
often largely defined by what is in politicians’ interest to express.

Moreover, the more powerful and persuasive the politician, the more likely their
story, reflecting their interests, are offered as the story and the reality. A key way for
alternative or dissenting viewpoints to effectively enter the news media with enough
consistency to reshape the frame, is for them to be ‘championed’ by a politician with
enough visibility and durability to survive the inherent difficulties in this sort of
challenge. Bennett et al. argue that “information that may challenge or even undermine
official news accounts of events is so often screened out of mainstream news unless there
is an opposing official to be the champion who brings it into the story” (2007: 6). The
decision to challenge or to consent to a frame is the result of politicians deciding not
whether it is the ‘right’ thing to do, but whether a certain action will serve their own

political motivations.
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Strategic Motivations in Framing

While indexing theory describes much of the relationship between the media and
government, it is more of a general trend and does not account for certain variables in the
entire process. Indexing can predict that the range of opinion expressed in government
will be reflected in the range of opinion expressed in the media, but it cannot explain the
extent to which politicians will express countervailing views. In Entman’s words,
indexing does not “fully explain why leaders sometimes contest the president’s frame and
other times keep quiet, or just how much elite dissent will arise, or what it will focus on”
(2004: 5). In his analysis of the Vietnam War, Hallin argued that while the overall
tendency described in indexing theory was apparent in the media’s coverage of the war,
“this is not to say that the role of the press is purely reactive... [T]he administration’s
problems with the ‘fourth branch of government’ resulted in large part from political
divisions at home, including those within the administration itself, which had dynamics
of their own” (1986: 213).

These dynamics are often the result of the strategic calculations of politicians who
determine, out of concern for their own interest and preservation, when it is politically
expedient to counter the mainstream frame, and when it is more beneficial to remain
silent or even express approval to the frame. Bennett et al. (2007: 5) note that a poorly
timed or delivered challenge to a frame can result in a detrimental political backlash:
“when current or former officials take a stand without the backdrop of ongoing executive
branch investigations, court cases, or congressional hearings to support or sustain their

versions of reality in the news... those brave challengers often meet a nasty reception, and
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learn that political power in Washington can be brutal”. A potential backlash threatens
not only from within Washington, but politicians who dissent from a frame that is
accepted by the general population risk damaging their electoral chances. When a
specific political environment promotes conformity and acquiescence to the dominant
frame, both levels of political decision-making hinder the chances that a politician will
decide to dissent.

The effects of political strategy thus effectively inhibit the range of expression of
opinion in the media and, in turn, help to influence what will become the dominant
discourse on issues. Frames that are politically difficult to resist are established as the
primary discourses because structural conditions limit the media’s ability to adequately
express dissent, and politicians are inhibited by their own strategic calculations. Mermin
observes that “If politicians focus on some issues and alternatives and ignore others for
strategic reasons, then for journalists to use the spectrum of issues and alternatives
generated in Washington to set the terms and boundaries of debate in the news is to
reproduce and reinforce in the news the strategic calculations of politicians” (1999: 26).
Accordingly, a successful frame is not merely one that somehow appeals to the public’s
interests, it also sets the terms of discussion in a manner that ensures politicians will self-
censure any attempts at resisting that frame.

Entman (2004: 91) argues in the theory of ‘cascading activation’ that the
structural conditions of political news-making give the presidency a greater degree of
influence over the production of frames than other politicians: “Word choice, information
distribution and withholding, and timing are among the elements of strategy that help

lend the White House and executive branch greater control over framing than

15



congressional or other elites.” Within national politics, a top-down process of framing
and consequent counterframing results from the presidency’s degree of control over the
frames in the news. The president controls the initial discourse by the management of the
way the news is reported through the tactics listed above, and then other politicians and
eventually the media attempt to either challenge that initial frame or to go along with it.
Cascading activation theory observes that the president does not inevitably control
all of the framing of relevant issues. If the president’s framing is in any way insufficient,
other politicians and the media are in a place to successfully create counterframes. “Poor
[presidential] strategy creates a power vacuum that opposing elites and journalists may
enter with their own interpretations.” However, the president has the agency to create
initial frames with their subsequent influence: “cunning presidential strategy can endow
frames with extra energy to penetrate down through elite networks to news organizations,
journalists and their texts, and finally to the public” (Entman 2004: 91). The
determination of the successful frame (i.e. the frame that becomes adopted by the public,
the media, and politicians and informs the terms of the discourse) is very often a product
of the president’s ability to create frames that satisfy certain requirements. The
manipulation of the audience by the selective use of words and concepts is an example of

the strategy that the president often has the first opportunity at utilizing.

Traits of Argument and Spectacle
An effective frame must establish a common ground and base that makes its
proposed solutions seem correct not merely in a straightforward and objective policy

analysis, but also, perhaps more importantly, in a moral and ethical sense. The frame
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must create a world in with perspectives and solutions that are right, good, just, and
noble. Politicians have an interest in creating issues with ideological and philosophical
clarity and simplicity. If this straightforwardness is successfully achieved, resistance is
made difficult by the ubiquitous threat that to challenge the policies of the frame is to
challenge what is ‘right’. As the political scientist Murray Edelman and the rhetorical
scholar Richard Weaver have suggested, the nature of communications and of the manner
in which political conflict occurs grants a tactical benefit to those who choose to frame
issues in ideological and abstract terms. The side of a political conflict that can claim
these most fundamental values is inherently advantaged in the political and media arenas,
thus increasing the likelihood that the frame will become dominant.

Entman’s observation that “framing selects some aspects of a perceived reality”
(1993: 52) is reflected in Weaver’s suggestion that “rhetoric comprehensively considered
is an art of emphasis” (1990: 1051). Weaver (1953) categories the various types of
arguments (according to what is being emphasized) that are made as speakers appeal to
the audiences they are trying to persuade, inspire, and influence. The most powerful type
of rhetoric, according to Weaver, is that which emphasizes the subject of description’s
“nature... [or] the fixed features of its being” (1990: 1047). He calls this type of
emphasis an “argument from definition” — a rhetorical appeal to the potential universal
traits that are to be found in ongoing situations. An argument by definition projects a
“philosophy of being, which has divided and will continue to divide mankind” (1953: 87)
onto day-to-day occurrences and political events.

As an example of this type of argument, Weaver refers to a speaker’s appeal to

freedom as an explanation and justification for events in the world. “If a speaker should
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define man as a creature with an indefeasible right to freedom and should upon this base
an argument that a certain man or group of men are entitled to freedom, he would be
arguing from definition” (1990: 1049). Because this type of argument involves an
examination of an issue beyond a situational and immediate context, an ‘argument by
definition’ focuses on the most universal and perpetual characteristics of the subject. It is
an attempt at “getting people to see what is most permanent in existence, or what
transcends the world of change and accident” (1990: 1049). Freedom is the ‘fixed
feature,” or the ‘permanent’ aspect of the thing that creates a divide between those who
think that all people should have freedom, and those who think others are not entitled to
freedom. It is by the use of defining features of the way people perceive the world that
that a “listener is being asked not simply to follow a valid reasoning form but to respond
to some presentation of reality” (1990: 1048). Using an argument by definition gives a
speaker the ability to frame the issue in such dramatic and sweeping terms.

The value of Edelman’s work for this study is to illuminate the specific systematic
patterns in the ways politicians, and especially presidents, structure the subject matter and
content of their communications. For Edelman, much of politics is a “spectacle,” or an
attempt by politicians to give as much emotional and ideological impact to the issues they
support. The entire process becomes one where politicians remind the public of the
dangers of the world, and then present themselves as the best saviors. “The spectacle, in
short, is a partly illusory parade of threats and reassurances” (1988: 96). The problem
inherent with this approach is that the projected problems do not have to be related to the

actual problems of the world, they can be constructed purely according to their potential
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political benefit. “The political spectacle does not promote accurate expectations or
understanding, but rather evokes a drama that objectifies hopes and fears” (1988: 96).

A leader who can successfully make a threat and then promote themselves as the
appropriate solutions offers something to the public that isn’t as available to the political
leader too bound to the facts and the strictly situational policy implications. Edelman
points out that the public, as an “anxious, fearful, and discouraged” body, “respond[s]
with hope and enthusiasm to unambiguous promises to improve those conditions and also
to clear definitions of enemies responsible for their deprivations™ (1988: 59). In the
instance of Iraq, Bush repeatedly stated the unambiguous promise of ridding the world of
terror by eliminating all of the clearly defined terrorists. In political reality, the enemy
was much murkier and the overall goal impossible to achieve, but as the nation rallied
behind Bush in the initial post 9/11 period, Edelman’s words - “the leader who
persuasively offers such promises and definitions becomes a hero” (1988: 59) — became
prescient.

Edelman has observed that because of the strategic value that comes from framing
issues in abstract and ideological terms, much political discussion does not describe
policy situations with a strictly objective analysis. “Accounts of political issues,
problems, crises, threats, and leaders... become devices for creating disparate
assumptions and beliefs about the social and political world rather than factual
statements” (1988: 10). Because the use of grand, ideologically based descriptions of
threats serves a purpose in political communications, it benefits politicians to continue

using these terms.
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The Failure of the Press

The relationship between the Bush administration and the media during the run-
up to the Iraq War has already been extensively studied by scholars and journalists. The
general conclusion is that the media failed in providing its assumed role of a watchdog
and generally acted as subservient to the administration’s projected interpretations of
events and actors. As Bennett et al. state, “leading news organizations continued to
emphasize the Bush administration’s scripting when covering situations that had other,
often more plausible sides to them” (2007: x). The result was that the administration was
able to dominate the news framing in the initial periods leading up to the Iraq War.

This conclusion is buoyed by polls that indicate the American public continued to
believe the false perceptions about Saddam Hussein and Iraq that were encouraged by the
administration’s communications, despite the presence of objective data that suggested
otherwise. For example, the Gallup Poll found that “shortly before the war began, 51%
of Americans thought the war to overthrow Saddam Hussein targeted a leader who had
personally been involved in the 9/11 terrorist attacks.” In 2006, this number was still as
high as 39% (Moore 2006). Another poll conducted in January of 2003 found that 86%
of Americans thought that weapons of mass destruction “or programs to develop them
were in Iraq just before the fighting began.” By 2006, fully 57% of Americans still
believed this was the case (Moore 2006). Entman cites a survey taken in late July 2003
that found 72% of respondents agreeing with the statement “Iraq was harboring al Qaeda
terrorists and helping them to develop chemical weapons” (2004: 112).

These statistics are remarkable because the administration rarely, if ever, stated

that al Qaeda was definitely in Iraq or that Saddam Hussein was in any way directly
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involved in the attacks of September 11. However, these beliefs benefitted the
administration’s perspectives and policies: The more Iraq could be subsumed under the
threat of terrorism associated with the September 11" attacks, the more that the initial
aggressive diplomatic maneuvers, and then, later on, the use of military force against Iraq
were seen as the legitimate actions of a strong President who chose to lead decisively.
This thesis argues that it is abstract and principled framing and language that made these
connections, especially as the specifics of this disconnect were not made apparent enough
to be effectively adopted in the public’s frame.

The lack of solid connections between Iraq and 9/11 were not consistently and fully
exposed in the media during the build up to the invasion of Iraq, and consequently did not
challenge the administration’s frame. Opposition politicians and the media were
reluctant to effectively highlight and expose this disconnect, whether because they were
strategic, persuaded, or uncritical. Hayes and Guardino’s (2010) extensive analysis found
that the press coverage of the discussion around the Bush administration’s policies in the
period immediately before the invasion was “more favorable toward the Bush
administration’s rationale for war than its opponents’ arguments against” (79-80). In the
seven months prior to the war (August 2002 to March of 2003 — the same time period as
this study), Democratic politicians voiced 44% of their overall dissent from the
administration’s policies in August and September, “meaning that in the remaining 6

months before the war, Democrats appeared on TV news with increasing rarity” (78).
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II1. Methodology

This study is based on a content analysis of the media communications of
President George W. Bush in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq in March of 2003. These
communications were coded in order to determine the Bush administration’s frame
arguing for the war and the nature and prevalence of the relevant participants, events, and
perspectives. Coding was performed first to identify and isolate the different ideals and
actors expressed within the frame, and second to clarify the frequency and prevalence of
these aspects of the frame by identifying patterns and persistent themes rather than
isolated examples. The analysis will be supported with a summary of the narrative
elements of the communications, descriptive statistics, and qualitative interpretation.

The selected communications range from August of 2002 to March of 2003. In
August of 2002 the White House formed the White House Iraq Group, or WHIG, a
focused strategy group whose intention was “to set strategy for each stage of the
confrontation with Baghdad” (Gellman and Pincus 2003). With the establishment of
WHIG, President Bush’s rhetoric became more focused and assertive towards Iraq;
arguments for increased pressure and potential invasion of Iraq became more refined. On
March 19, 2003, the United States invaded Iraq, at which point the frame begins to
change. As the study is interested in how the invasion was ‘sold,” only the
communications in the period before the invasion are studied. This period was selected
because it is the most focused stretch of time in which the administration sought to shape
public ideas about the dangers of Iraq and the reasons for invasion.

The source and material basis of the study is all the speeches, interviews, press

conferences, brief exchanges with the press, introductory remarks, and any other sort of
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interaction that President Bush had with members of the media or U.S. population that
addressed the topic of Iraq. The Government Printing Office’s Public Papers of the
Presidents of the United States: George W. Bush (2002: Book 2, and 2003: Book 1)
provide the textual sources for these communications.

The sample coded were the 67 communications that are included under the
subject index of “Iraq” in the Public Papers during this time period (see Appendix 1 for a
complete list). These communications were printed out from the online version of the
Public Papers and formed the body of data that was to be coded.

The primary objective of the coding was to unpack or deconstruct the frame and
to identify the composition of the frame by disentangling its various components. After
an initial reading of the materials, two key elements emerged. First, and importantly, the
communications divided the world into a clearly delineated paradigm of good and evil.
Second, Bush consistently mentioned actors in three discernable categories: groups,
institutions/organizations, and individuals. Each of these categories is subject to different
expectations and explanations of expected or predicted behavior within the frame. The
communications also, and importantly, divided these three categories into a clearly
delineated paradigm of good and evil. To best decipher the significance of these
categorizations of the relevant actors, coding was performed along lines that allowed for
these observations to be counted, analyzed, and interpreted. Table 3.1 below illustrates

the eight categories of coding that resulted.
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Categories Coded in the Communications

Abstract Conceptions

The American people; the

Terrorist Groups; outlaw

Groups o Iraqi people; the civilized
world
The United Nations;
Institutions & The Iradi sovernment Congress; Democrats;
Organizations qare Republicans; the European
Union
Individuals Saddam Hussein President George W. Bush

Table 3.1

To be coded in the categories of the broad and abstract conceptions of good and
evil, the relevant portion of a communication had to be vague and ambiguous in
describing the actor (individual or collective). Bush could not be describing the specific
behaviors of actors and instead must be referring to an overall sense of what is good or
evil in the world. Extensive examples of good abstractions that were coded can be found
in the following section, but the general pattern consisted of mentions of “peace”,
“freedom”, “hope and justice”, the “rights and hopes of mankind”, the “security of the
world”, and expressed “beliefs” in freedom and peace. Some examples of evil
abstractions are “chaos”, “bloodshed and fear”, threats to “the whole of the world”,
“hatred”, “manmade” evil, “great horrors”, “sudden” terror and suffering, and
“wickedness”.

In the groups section, any mention or description of the “American people”,

“Americans”, “American values”, or of Iraqis or other nations’ peoples were coded. If it
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2 ¢

was specific enough in its description, “our friends”, ‘our allies,” or the “free world” and
“civilized world” were coded under the good. The evil consisted of two different entities
bound by their support of or practice of “terror” - illegitimate governments and terrorist
groups. Any of the various ways in which these two groups were mentioned was coded,
from “leaders who disregard human liberty” to “an enemy which hides in the corners of
cities” to more specific references to al Qaeda and the Iraqi government’s support of
terrorists.

The institutions are more concrete than the above categories and lacked any
ambiguity in their coding. Any mention of the United Nations, the UN Security Council,
other international authorities such as the International Atomic Energy Agency, as well as
political parties or political institutions (Congress or either chamber) in the United States
were coded as good. The evil institution was the ruling government in Iraq, which was
coded as any obvious references as well as more vague descriptions such as “any of the
killers that occupy government [in Iraq],” Saddam Hussein’s “henchmen”, and the
“violent criminal gang” that serve as the “oppressors of Iraq”. The word Iraq was not
always coded, as sometimes this word referred to events in the country or the Iraqi people
(a good group), and not the institution of government itself.

Saddam Hussein and George W. Bush were the only individuals coded. A
number of other individuals show up at various times - primarily Bush administration
officials such as Secretary of State Colin Powell and Vice President Dick Cheney, or the
leaders of other nations who supported the administration’s policies - but only Hussein
and Bush are described and depicted in enough detail and with sufficient frequency to

justify their inclusion as an integral component of the overall frame. Only instances
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where President Bush referred to himself or Saddam Hussein with some depth and
evidence of personal significance were coded. For example, Bush simply stating “I...”
and then outlining core administration or government policy was not coded under the
individual category because this reference is to himself as a figure of government rather
than the face of the good, which is what this analysis examines. References to Bush’s
“responsibilities as president” or his “most important job” were some of the most
frequently coded examples of Bush’s self references falling into the individual category.
Similarly, Saddam Hussein was only coded when referenced in a personal manner and
not simply as the head of state. Bush’s occasional tendency to lapse into referring to
Hussein specifically as “Mr.” Saddam Hussein is one instance of the communications
examining him as an individual rather than the figurehead of the Iraqi government.

After all the communications were coded, counts of each category were obtained.
Every mention of a category’s relevant word or phrase was not counted separately.
Instead, a single count reflected each time the category was brought up as a topic or
whenever a different component of a category was discussed from another angle in a
communication. This ensures that the counts reflect the prevalence of the category and
not simply the number of times relevant words were mentioned. The results were
compiled (see Appendix 2) and the data used to determine the overall number of times
and the frequency with which a topic was mentioned.

The coding emphasizes the basic traits and actors within the frame. The least
frequently mentioned topic, good individuals, appeared at a rate over 1 time per
communication, and it is clear that all of the above categories are significant components

of the administration’s frame. The following sections will set out the findings for these
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categories in more detail, and determine how these characteristics of the frame

contributed to its ability to define and influence the debate over the war.
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IV. Findings

The conceptual simplicity of the Bush administration’s framing cannot be
understated. In reading President Bush’s communications, the overarching explanation
for a war against Iraq is direct and uncomplicated; it is a narrative of good actors making
good commitments and taking the actions necessary to battle the evil in the world. The
good actors have an obligation to confront this evil, and evil actors will always pursue the
goals and actions that define them as ‘evil.” There is no nuance nor are there shades of
gray; whether collective or individual, institution or idea, any and every argument
presented for war is always framed in the ‘good versus evil’ framework.

This underlying binary basis of the frame is simplistic, and it serves the tactical
purposes of the frame. The power in the frame stems from depicting the world in a way
that makes an invasion of Iraq the ‘right’, ‘obvious’, and ‘necessary’ thing to do. In order
for the frame to be effective, the communications must connect all of the wide breadth of
people, groups, and organizations that are involved in or relevant to the conflict to the
simple binary framework of ‘good vs. evil’. The frame has a tactical purpose in political
and social reality. The following description of the contents of the president’s
communications reveal the great extent to which the various actors in the frame are
consistently tethered to the principles and ideals that serve to describe the evil and the
good in the world.

The communications return to the abstract ideologies of the good and the evil so
consistently that it can be difficult to identify the empirical details and policy specifics
involved in the conflict. For example, the communications are often vague in clarifying

such basic questions as who, specifically, was the enemy in Iraq? Was it Saddam
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Hussein, his regime, terrorists, al-Qaeda, Islamic fundamentalists, or something else
entirely? Since it was at any point in time one or more of these enemies by inference or
intimation, which ones were used in certain instances and which ones were not used?
How were the events of 9/11 merged into the threats contained within Iraq? Was the
enemy anyone who resisted the administration’s policies, regardless of their motivations
or connections to Iraq?

In an attempt to disentangle these complexities, the communications were coded
according to the three categories of actors described in the methodology section (see
Figure 1). In each of these three categories - groups, institutions/organizations, and
individuals - the ‘good versus evil’ dichotomy predominated. In other words, the good
versus evil frame is both the dominant explanation and explanatory tool in its own right,
and the sub-theme of the other elements identified in the argument for the case for war.

This section of the thesis is intended to clarify the narrative of the frame in order
to establish the traits of its effectiveness (or lack of effectiveness) in persuading the
media and population of the administration’s policies and perspectives. The examination
of the frame will consist of two parts. First, a simple count of traits within the frame will
reveal the consistency with which certain elements occurred, demonstrating that these
elements are pervasive enough to be deliberate components of the constructed frame and
not isolated examples, outliers, or exceptions. Second, the study offers an interpretive

analysis that will seek to establish the significance of these elements of the frame.

The Overarching Conflict: Good and Evil

“The attack on our nation was also an attack on the ideals that make us a nation.”
-President George W. Bush, September 11, 2001
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The first set of categories is the characterizations of the good and the evil in the
world as represented by the actors in the frame. These are based in ideology and are
abstract — they are not grounded in material, or tangible political or social situations or on
any ‘real-world’ data. Good and evil in the frame are offered as self-evident and entirely
clear-cut conceptions; they lack any ambivalence. If the thoughts and actions of an actor
are representative of evil parts of the frame, they are consummately so, and vice versa for
the good actors. There is no room for nuance.

The expressed motivations of either side of the frame demonstrate one aspect of
this clearly defined dichotomy. The enemy is motivated not by a list of concrete
demands, but by a profound and abstract “hatred” of all that America symbolically stands
for. This hatred is of “the thought of peace” (8/1), of “freedom” (9/26), of America’s
“love of freedom” (10/4), and of the simple fact that “we love” (10/4). In its most
straightforward expression, “so long as we love freedom, they hate us, and they want to
hurt us” (9/26). What the enemy specifically hates about our freedom isn’t specified, but
there is a particular hatred for America because “we’re the beacon for freedom” (10/22).
In all of Bush’s speeches, the enemy never expresses a desire to have any real-world
issues addressed through their actions; they simply want to hurt.

The enemy’s motivations contrast with the good intention to “promote freedom”
(9/7), to “stand up for the security of free peoples and the rights of mankind” (2/22), and
to ensure a “world at peace” (2/13). The good actors have an unquestioned obligation to
address the threats in Iraq. Confronting the “manmade evil of international terrorism”

(1/28) is not a short-term strategic goal or simply addressing American foreign policy and

2 All quotations from President Bush’s communications are cited only by date. See Appendix 1 for
reference list.
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security interests, it is restoring balance to the way the world should be. For example:
“Liberty is not America’s gift to the world; it is God’s gift to each and every person”
(3/6). President Bush consistently claims the final outcome of good actor’s proposed
actions will be in line with God’s intentions for the world. Good actors enter this conflict
“reluctantly,” (3/19) drawn in by their noble purpose, and never out of self-interest or
aggression: “We exercise power without conquest, and we sacrifice for the liberty of
strangers” (1/28). There is “no ambition” in an invasion of Iraq beyond the “liberation of
its people” and “a durable peace” (3/26).

On the other side, the enemy wants to bring widespread suffering and “targets the
innocent” (2/13). It follows no moral code of conduct and will not listen to reason or
compromise: “There are no rules of war for these coldblooded killers. [...] This enemy
will not be restrained by mercy or by conscience” (2/13) or by a “sense of decency”
(9/11). It has “no regard for the conventions of war or rules of morality” (3/22). Because
there are no clear strategic ambitions, actions are intended to bring “bloodshed and fear”
(9/12), “panic” (3/17), and “chaos and constant alarm” (1/28). There is “no limit on their
violent ambitions” (9/12) and they will attempt to “blackmail the free world” (9/19),
making “blackmail a permanent feature of world events” (10/7). It is a “resourceful and
determined” enemy composed of “fanatics” that “seek biological and chemical and
nuclear weapons to commit murder on a massive scale” (2/13). The sole objective is to
“bring destruction of a kind never before seen on this Earth” (3/17). In at least 34
speeches, Bush reminds us that “oceans no longer protect us” from “attacks,” (10/18)

“people who hate us” (10/14), or the “hatred of our enemies” (10/28).
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This enemy has been seen before in the “ambitions of cruelty and murder” of
“Hitlerism, militarism, and communism,” and is now appearing again in a new “ideology
of power and domination” (1/28). “In the 20th century,” policies of “appeasement”
allowed “murderous dictators” to cause “genocide and global war” (3/17), and the same
danger in delaying exists today. The enemies of the past were defeated by the “will of
free peoples, by the strength of great alliances” (1/28), and there is now an opportunity
for these new threats to be conquered in a similar fashion by the contemporary free
world. The threat that this new enemy poses is “gathering” and “increasing,” an idea that
is expressed in a majority of communications examined. If this evil is not confronted,
“the dangers we face will only worsen from month to month and from year to year”
(9/26).

Despite the imminence and destructive power of this threat, good actors have an
inherent advantage in this conflict because there is universal appeal and power in good
ideals. While acknowledging that “human cultures can be vastly different,” all people
have a “fundamental” commonality in their longing for “safe[ty] from brutal and bullying
oppression,” and in a “desire to care for our children and give them a better life” (2/26).
It is an inherent trait of freedom itself to have the “power” to “overcome hatred and
violence and turn the creative gifts of men and women to the pursuits of peace” (3/17).
However, freedom will apparently not triumph on its own, and the “surest path to peace
and security” is through the ability of good actors to “confron[t] grave dangers” (10/16).
Good people in the world (whether as groups, institutions, organizations, or as
individuals) must “stand up” (9/14) and take responsibility for the real-world conception

of these ideals.
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These two descriptions of good and evil appear at a comparatively consistent rate
(see Figure 4.1). The good are mentioned more frequently each month, for a total of 1.83

times per communication, while evil is described at 1.42 times per communication.

Figure 4.1  Frequency of descriptions of good and evil per month
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Each actor and participant in the frame is subject to these dominant conceptions
of good and evil. Their past, present, and future actions are behaviors that are explained
and predicted by their attachment to either one of these ideals. It is also through these
ideals that the administration wields the emotional power of judgment that lives in the
frame. By subscribing (or not) to the administration’s policies and point of view, an actor
is, from the perspective of the frame, not making a mere political statement or taking a
political position, but they are declaring their own allegiance to the values of good versus

evil, the only options available in the frame’s world view. The following is an
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examination of the three categories of actors in the frame, and the ways in which they are

bound to the power of the good and evil narrative.

Types of Actors

The three types of actors examined in this report include groups, institutions/
organizations, and individuals, as these were consistent themes of the Bush
communications. This section will examine how each of these types of actors highlighted
in the administration’s communications falls into the categories of good and evil. In
other words, good and evil are both overriding categories in their own right and
categories relevant to the three types of actors who imbue President Bush’s speeches and

comments.

Groups

When the communications discuss more specific and real-world matters than the
strictly ideological good and evil categories, some of the conceptual simplicity of the
frame’s conceptions of conflict in the world is sacrificed. This section examines the
broadest categorizations of groups of actors in the frame. Under the rubric of good and
evil, the “freedom-loving” citizens of nations around the world defend themselves from
the evil of those that practice “terror.” The conflict becomes “free peoples” using the
powers of democratic government to “disarm” terrorist networks and “outlaw regimes.”
The construction of groups along these lines gives legitimacy to the frame’s suggested
solution - the use of diplomatic and military coercion by nation-states to defeat those who

commit evil.
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The good in this category are the frequently mentioned actors out of the six types
coded in the communications (see Table 4.1). Referenced 178 times throughout the 67
speeches, at a rate of over 2.6 times per speech, this category composes an integral part of
the administration’s narrative. The inclusion of groups into this category is defined by
ideology to explain its presence on the good side of the frame, rather than any distinctions
of geography, wealth, or other social or political factors.

At its broadest, this group is the “free world” (9/19, 1618) or the “civilized world”
(1/30, 107), terms used to refer to all peoples who are threatened by “those who hate
freedom” - this is essentially anyone who is not directly part of a regime or terrorist
group. Those nations that supported military action in Iraq became a part of the citizens
of nations (America, Great Britain, Australia, Poland, the Czech Republic, Italy, and Iraq,
among many others) compose the majority of times this category was coded. President
Bush consistently reminded these good groups that they were under attack and had a
“responsibility” as “free nations” (11/18) to address the threat. “All of us... who live in
free countries” have an “obligation” to “work to free people” (11/18).

As mentioned above, from the frame’s perspective, good actors are motivated by
an unselfish nobility that drives them to sacrifice for the sake of others. The “American
people” and their perceived collective characteristics define the reasons why the United
States is pursuing this course of action: “this great, mighty Nation, this kind, generous,
compassionate Nation will lead the world to peace, so that not only our children but
children in the far reaches of our globe can grow up in a peaceful society” (1/22). The
United States has had past success in its righteous sacrifice for the good of the world, “in

World War and in cold war,” and will not “permi[t] the brutal and lawless to set history’s
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course” (10/7) in today’s defining conflict. The United States is a “nation that loves
freedom” (9/26), “seek[s] peace in this world” (12/2), will show “strength” (10/4) and
“resolve” (2/9), and is “still the leader in freedom’s cause” (2/13). Bush met with many
foreign leaders both abroad and in the United States as the push towards war progressed.
Good nations are described as being united with the Bush administration’s policies
because of a common interest in the good ideologies of the frame. In speeches given
during meetings with foreign officials, as well as speeches addressing the impending
decisions of the UN, Bush put forward that the United States is leading a ‘coalition of
willing nations’ (1/21) to disarm Iraq. In mid-March, as an invasion appeared imminent,
“a broad coalition [wa]s gathering to enforce the just demands of the world” (3/17). In
his speeches to the UN, Bush reminds us that he “urged the nations of the world to unite
and bring an end to this danger” (3/17). Because “a lot of nations love freedom” (9/19),
Bush is “optimistic that free nations will show backbone and courage in the face of true
threats to peace and freedom” (2/13).

As the administration pursued its course towards war through diplomatic channels
- primarily the UN - it encountered resistance from several nations. In reply, the decision
to support or contribute to an invasion was framed as an opportunity to display resolve
and courage. Bush states that “[i]n times of testing, we discover who is willing to stand
up for the security of free peoples and the rights of mankind” (2/22). Because all 15
nations on the UN Security Council had voted to pass Resolution 1441, all were
perceived to have made “stated commitments to liberty and security” (3/8) and that they
“share [the Bush administration’s] assessment of the danger” (3/17). When governments

(most prominently, the French) disapproved of an invasion of Iraq later on, they were
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criticized for lacking the “resolve” (3/17) and the “conviction” (3/8) to carry through on
their earlier promises.

The Iraqi citizens (separate from their government) are mentioned throughout the
communications as good actors. They are innocent and lack agency in their own right,
because they “continue to live in brutal submission” (9/12). They are not part of the
enemy in Iraq - “we have no quarrel with the Iraqi people” - and they “will be the first to
benefit when the world’s demands are met” (10/5). They are a “good and gifted people”
who “deserve better than a life spent bowing before a dictator. The people of Iraq deserve
to stand on their feet as free men and women, the citizens of a free country” (3/26).

The communications sometimes speak directly to Iraqis. They insist that when an
invasion has successfully overthrown the regime, “there will be no more wars of
aggression against your neighbors, no more poison factories, no more executions of
dissidents, no more torture chambers and rape rooms” (3/17). As a voiceless, brutalized,
and innocent group, the Iraqi people patiently wait to have good nations remove the
chains of their tyranny and give them entrance into the free nations of the world.

On the evil side of the frame, certain groups are more or less vaguely alluded to
where the administration links or incorporates the threat of Iraq into the larger War on
Terror. In order to connect Iraq with the terrorist network that perpetrated the attacks of
9/11, a diffuse and all-encompassing conception of those who practice or support ‘terror’
had to be constructed. There are two primary classifications of the enemy in this sense:
terrorists groups, and the regimes who harbor and sponsor these groups.

Similar to the good nations in this category, evil groups are defined by their

attachment to offensive and threatening ideals more than any actual practices; moreover,
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the concern with these groups is in part that they have a global presence. In line with the
frame’s consistent lack of specificity, the physical location of those who ‘practice terror’
is abstract: The enemy is a threat that “gather[s] on the other side of the earth” (10/7).
However, they are also “global in nature, and they may strike anywhere” (8/21). This
new enemy hides in the “recesses of the world,” (1/22) in “caves,” (9/14) and “plot[s] in
shadows” (12/2).

This conflict is one in which the good must confront both “terror cells and outlaw
regimes building weapons of mass destruction,” because they are “different faces of the
same evil” (10/2). Their shared evil ensures that these two groups are united in their
‘motives’ and that both “see[k] the power to murder Americans on a massive scale”
(11/8). The two are “allied” in a “parasitical” relationship (12/2) that serves the tactical
purposes of each. Driven by their hatred, both groups can utilize each other’s respective
characteristics to further their own aims: terrorists become “far more lethal” (10/2) when
“an outlaw regime supplies them with the technologies to kill on a massive scale” (9/12).
The description of Iraq as a “wealthy patron and protector” (3/8) to terrorists highlights
the benefits for terrorists in this relationship. An “outlaw regime” can be “aided by a
terrorist network” when it can “launch attacks while concealing its involvement. Even a
dictator is not suicidal, but he can make use of men who are” (10/2).

The common evil of these two groups ensures that the relationship is more than a
sharing of space and equipment. At the most extreme of the frame’s predictions, terrorist
networks threaten to become a sort of clandestine paramilitary arm of regimes. Whether
by “alliance with terrorists” (10/7), or even through “an al-Qaida-type network trained

and armed by Saddam” (11/7), the threat of outlaw regimes being able to engage in proxy
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assaults or wars through terrorist networks, without leaving their own fingerprint,
presumably increases the chances that they will be likely to do so.

As well as alluding to connections between 9/11 and the threats presented by
Hussein’s Iraq, President Bush made direct connections between Iraq and al Qaeda. The
Iraqi government has “longstanding, direct, and continuing ties to terrorist networks” that
involve meetings between “senior members of Iraqi intelligence and al Qaida”; Iraq sent
“bomb-making and document forgery experts to work with al Qaida” (2/8). Saddam
Hussein has “trained and financed [Al Qaida and other terrorist organizations] before”
(3/6). After the invasion of Afghanistan in October 2002, “some Al Qaida leaders who
fled Afghanistan went to Iraq. These include one very senior Al Qaida leader who
received medical treatment in Baghdad” (10/7).

However, when explicitly asked whether there was a direct link “between Saddam
Hussein... and the men who attacked on September the 11th,” President Bush stated that
he “can’t make that claim” (1/31). Notwithstanding this qualification, a consistent
feature of many of the speeches and communications both before and after this statement
imply links between the Iraqi regime and terrorist networks without ever providing an
immediate and factual connection between the two. By the time the frame becomes
inculcated in the population’s mind, the overall effect is to bind these two separate groups
together as “different faces of the same evil” — see the polling data on page ? at end of lit
review for evidence of this. The two are driven together by their common evil, and the

frame connects them their perceived allegiance to broad ideals.
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Institutions

The sole role that good institutions of government — Congress, political parties,
the UN, the IAEA or UNMOVIC - play is to approve and justify the Bush
administration’s policies, arguments, and perspectives. Prior actions and statements by
institutions are highlighted to legitimize the current policies of the administration, and
upcoming situations in which institutions have the opportunity to authorize the
administration’s actions are expected to be approved with their full support. A failure to
do so results in disappointment and disapproval, quickly followed by a questioning of the
value and legitimacy (and even the continued existence) of the institution in question.
The prevalence with which good institutions are mentioned in the frame is reflective of
their role as actors who approve and justify (see Figure 4.2). Unlike all other coded
categories, which peak in the final months examined in this study, mentions of good
institutions are mentioned most frequently in September, October, and November of

2002.

Figure 4.2 Frequency of descriptions of good and evil
institutions/organizations per month
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The later decline resulted because certain nations proved recalcitrant in their approval of
an invasion and the administration was unable to get the UN to authorize the war.

On October 16th, the U.S. Congress approved the Authorization for Use of
Military Force Against Iraq Resolution of 2002, and the UN Security Council passed
Resolution 1441 on November 8th, which called for the immediate disarmament of Iraq.
In these three months, as can be seen below, Bush more frequently referred to good
institutions because the administration was both seeking and getting approval (to a certain
extent) for its actions from formal institutions of government and diplomacy.

At times, the frame flirts with the indication that the administration is not coming
up with the proposed actions itself, and is simply following the ‘demands’ that have
already been made by international institutions. The unanimous passing of the UN
Security Council’s Resolution 1441 is taken as a sign that all ‘free nations’ perceive Iraq
as a threat great enough to warrant military action. America, then, is noble and entirely
justified in its pursuit to “enforce the demands of the United Nations Security Council by
confronting the grave and growing danger of Saddam Hussein and his weapons of mass
destruction” (3/1). The UN Security Council has “already demanded... total
disarmament” (3/8), and the actions that America is proposing are derived from the
resolve and duty to follow through on this pledge.

The IAEA and the UN’s ‘weapons inspectors’ (UNMOVIC) are mentioned for
their findings or statements that corroborate the frame’s view of Iraq possessing and
manufacturing weapons of mass destruction. A report from 1999 is mentioned where the
UN “concluded [...] that Saddam Hussein had [...] over 25,000 liters of anthrax, enough

doses to kill several million people” and that “Hussein had material sufficient to produce
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more than 38,000 liters of botulism [...] enough to subject millions of people to death by
respiratory failure.” Similarly, the IAEA “confirmed in the 1990s that Saddam Hussein
had an advanced nuclear weapons development program, had a design for a nuclear
weapon, and was working on five different methods of enriching uranium for a bomb”
(1/28/03). The frame presents a world in which all institutions that have investigated
Iraq found evidence confirming that Iraq as a threat.

The frame implies that all facets of the United States government and society
approve the administration’s actions towards Iraq. The Clinton administration’s support
of regime change in Iraq is noted (10/21), as is the fact that “many members of the
current United States Senate supported regime change” (9/7). Controversy over the issue
is never along partisan lines, as both “Democrats and Republicans refuse to live in a
future of fear” (9/26). While the Bush administration participated and almost encouraged
Congressional hearings on Iraq, the hearings were not directly on the legitimacy and
necessity of an invasion, but “on the subject of how to make America a more secure
country, how to best protect the American families in our country” (9/4). Within such
frame, there is not much opportunity for discussion and dissent. Whenever journalists
asked the president about disagreement with the proposed policies from members of
either the Republican or Democratic parties, the response was vague, both avoiding and
admitting possible dissent by noting that “very intelligent people are expressing their
opinions.” Because the issue is one of “keeping the world at peace” and “defending
freedom” (8/16), President Bush asserted that he believed both American political parties

would support the administration’s policies.
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The most prevalent good institution in the frame is the UN, whom the Bush
administration burdened with the unenviable task of supporting all US actions in front of
the international community. Bush called on the UN to enforce Resolution 4114,
insinuating that assertive action would be essential if the UN was to continue to be
considered a legitimate body: “We created a United Nations Security Council so that,
unlike the League of Nations, our deliberations would be more than talk, our resolutions
would be more than wishes” (9/12). The issue of the UN being “effective” (two of many
examples on 10/25 and 2/18) is consistently brought up, often with an undertone of
paternal expectation that belies the absolute necessity of supporting the administration’s
actions towards Iraq: “We’re serious about working with our friends in the United
Nations so that this body, ably led by Kofi Annan, has got relevance as we go into the
21st century” (12/20). This ‘relevance’ has been challenged before, illustrated by
“instances in the past decade, from Bosnia to Rwanda to Kosovo, where the failure of the
Security Council to act decisively has led to tragedy” (3/15).

The only evil institution in the frame is the ruling Iraqi government. The ‘regime’
is a “growing threat to peace” (10/16) that “has a deep hatred of America and our friends”
(3/17) and ““gleefully celebrated the terrorist attacks on America” (10/7). It is not a
legitimate government but a “violent criminal gang calling itself a government” (3/26:
99), the “oppressors of Iraq” (2/13), “a “group of killers” (3/6: 252), “lawless men” (3/17:
278) or simply Hussein’s “henchmen” (1/30: 107). It has a history of “reckless
aggression” (3/17) and has “killed thousands of [its own] citizens” (3/15: 266). The Iraqi
government stands out as “uniquely dangerous” (11/8) among all ‘outlaw regimes’ of the

world because “it gathers the most serious dangers of our age in one place (10/7: 1752).
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The previous category, groups, described the characteristics of these ‘outlaw regimes’,
and in Iraq, “we find all these dangers in their most lethal and aggressive forms” (9/12).

While good institutions and organizations are given the option of making
independent decisions, the Iraqi regime is fated to a course of action that is pre-
determined by its inherent evil nature. Despite repeated demands that Iraq disarm, the
administration gives its apparently prescient assurances that this will never occur,
whatever the regime may say or do. The efforts of UN weapons inspectors to ensure that
Iraq is disarming are fruitless because “the Iraqi regime is engaged in a massive
campaign to conceal its weapons of mass destruction” (2/13: 171). The regime “buy([s]
time with hollow promises [. . .] move[s] incriminating evidence to stay ahead of
inspectors [... and] concede[s] just enough to escape - to escape punishment and then
violate every pledge when the attention of the world is turned away” (10/2). The ongoing
efforts of inspectors are frustrated because “Iraqi operatives continue to hide biological
and chemical agents . . . these materials have been moved to different locations every 12
to 24 hours or placed in vehicles that are in residential neighborhood” (3/6: 244) “The
regime has become highly skilled in the techniques of deception”; “the ploys and
promises of the Iraqi regime no longer matter” (10/16) because the regime is inevitably
engaged in a “willful charade” while it attempts to “systematically and deliberately defy]
the world” (3/6). All of this ensures that “peaceful efforts to disarm the Iraqi regime”

will and have “failed again and again because we are not dealing with peaceful men”

(3/17).
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Individuals

’

“I’'m a patient man. And when I say I'm a patient man, I mean I'm a patient man.’
- President George W. Bush, August 21, 2002

“[Hussein] ’s a dangerous, dangerous man with dangerous, dangerous weapons.”
- President George W. Bush, January 22, 2003

Individuals in the frame put human faces on the ideologies driving the behaviors
of the actors. As detailed in the previous sections, grand ideologies explain and predict
the how people behave, according to their placement in the frame. The manner in which
these individuals are highlighted in the communications serves to further identity and
confirm the nature of how these ideologies are manifested in the world.

The only good individual mentioned consistently and meaningfully enough is
President Bush. Nevertheless he, in terms of his category of the good individual, is the
least frequently mentioned among the eight categories coded, with 71 references out of
the 67 communications, or 1.06 times per communication. In contrast, Saddam Hussein,
a source of consistent menace, is the second most often mentioned topic, only one time
less than good groups at 177 times and at an average of 2.56 times per communication.
This clear discrepancy apparently exists because Bush makes a concerted effort to avoid
depicting himself as someone on a personal vendetta against the Iraqi government. In
contrast, Saddam Hussein epitomizes evil and is frequently mentioned as a defining point

of what must be dealt with and defeated.

45



Figure 4.3 Frequency of descriptions of good and evil individuals by month
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As detailed in the methodology section, individuals were coded not for basic mentions
(such as whenever Bush says “I”’) but when temperament, beliefs, and actions are
explained or described in some detail. When Bush discusses himself in these more
detailed ways, it is often in response to reporters” questions that invite him to define and
describe his own role in the conflict. Bush reassures us that the actions that he and his
administration are taking are rational, considered, and thoughtful. Bush is “deliberate”
(8/21), “informed” (8/16), and “patient” (8/1, 8/21, and 10/16). He has “thought long and
hard about this issue” (2/10) and has “weighed all the consequences” (11/7). The use of
military force is a “tool” (8/10) and an “option” out of many that are being considered as
the appropriate response to the threat of Iraq, and it “is not my first choice... it’s my last
choice” (11/7). In October, Bush reminds us that he “has [not] made up [his] mind we’re

going to war with Iraq” (10/1), and that the decision to go will be based upon the actions

3 See questions by Michael Allen of the Washington Post on Aug. 16, 2002.
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of other people, not his conduct. The decision is ultimately his; “I’m the person who gets
to decide, not you,” but he “hopes this can be done peacefully” (12/31) and reminds his
interlocutors that “peace is my first choice” (10/4). Unlike the evil side of the frame,
Bush is not fated to any one particular course of action and has agency to decide what is
most appropriate in each situation.

Bush’s primary responsibility as President is to “protect the American people”
(2/10), a statement that is repeated at least 30 times in the time frame studied. This is his
“biggest job and most important job” (12/31). When questioned on his true intentions
regarding his “fixation with Saddam Hussein,” he reminds the journalist that this
obligation is an integral part of the Presidency: “I swore to protect and defend the
Constitution. That’s what I swore to do. I put my hand on the Bible and took that oath,
and that’s exactly what I am going to do” (3/6). Part of this responsibility entails
“anticipa[ting]” (10/4) threats and dealing with them appropriately because there’s
“still an enemy out there which hates America” (10/4). Bush is not afraid to
“irritate” those (Senator Ted Kennedy, in this case) who disagree with his actions
because “you’ve got to deal with terrorism in a firm way” (11/7).

Like all other actors in the frame, Bush is influenced by grand ideals. “I’'m
running this war against terror based upon freedom and doing my obligation to make sure
our children can grow up in a free and safe society” (12/4). He is “committed to peace”
(8/1), “believe[s] in the name of peace” (1/21), and “has a deep desire for peace” (11/7).
Bush is morally “deeply troubled” because the Iraqi people “are repressed through torture

and murder in order to keep a dictator in place” (11/7) and he will “work hard to make
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America safe and the world more peaceful” (9/9). At the core of his drive as president is
the “message is that [ want to keep the peace and make the world more peaceful” (2/10).

Saddam Hussein is thoroughly saturated with evil. He is undeniably cruel,
malevolent, irrational, and unpredictable and the frame describes these attributes in detail.
He has a “history of tyranny” including “poisoning” (8/10) and “using weapons of mass
destruction” on his own people (11/20). He has “invaded countries in his own
neighborhood” (3/6) and “has a long history of reckless aggression and terrible crimes”
(3/8). “He has tortured and brutalized his people for a long, long time.” The
communications often describe Hussein’s crimes in detail, telling stories of “mutilation
and rape and torture” (3/23). His political opponents have been “decapitated and their
heads displayed outside their homes”; they are made to “watch their own children being
tortured” (10/2). As the war commenced, Bush shared that “we had reports the other day
of a dissident who had his tongue cut out and was tied to the stake in the town square, and
he bled to death. That’s how Saddam Hussein retains power” (3/27). He is “unstable”
(9/7) and three communications call him a “student of Stalin” (10/7). There is no doubt
about the evil of Saddam Hussein: “we’re not speculating about the nature of the man.
We know the nature of the man” (3/6). Hussein rules out of selfish, evil ambitions and
seeks to harm simply to maintain his power.

Fated as perpetual evil, Hussein will always have connections to terrorist groups
and seek to build and use weapons of mass destruction. Despite what he or the Iraqi
government says about no longer having weapons of mass destruction, Hussein is
inevitably “lying,” “deceiving,” and “thumbing his nose at the world” (10/1) - a phrase

which occurs in at least nine communications. He’s “employing the tricks of the past
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today. He’s giving people the run-around. He wants to play hide-and-seek. He’s got a
vast country” (1/21). In early December 2002, less than a month after Resolution 1441,
Bush concluded that Hussein had decided on refuting the resolution’s terms: “Saddam
Hussein has not adopted the path of compliance and has rejected the path of peace”
(12/2).

Like other evil actors, Hussein is motivated out of hatred for good ideals: “This is
a man who hates; this is a man who doesn’t believe in freedom™ (9/19). He cannot “stand
America and what we stand for. He can’t stand our friend and allies.” Because he’s “a
dangerous, dangerous man with dangerous, dangerous weapons” (1/22) that he will use if
given the opportunity, good actors must deal with him using whatever means possible. If
he is not dealt with, “Saddam Hussein would be in a position to blackmail anyone who
opposes his aggression. He would be in a position to dominate the Middle East. He
would be in a position to threaten America. And Saddam Hussein would be in a position

to pass nuclear technology to terrorists” (10/7).
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V. Interpretation

The above descriptions and summaries of the elements in President Bush’s
speeches reveal consistent trends in the framing of the conflict and the reasons for it. In
order for the projected frame to be adopted by the media and the public, the
communications provided a simple narrative that could not be easily resisted or rejected.
The following analysis observes the primary traits of the communications that helped the

frame’s adoption by the broader society.

A Binary World

The most apparent trait of the communications is the consistent appeal to higher
ideals and principles in order to explain, predict, and suggest, normatively, the behavior
of actors. The coding and descriptive analysis indicate that each actor is primarily
perceived and described according to their allegiance or antipathy to principles such as
freedom, peace, security, and liberty. Whether an actor supports or resists the
administration’s actions, or if the actor is the enemy or in collusion with it, freedom — as
assumed by President Bush - is the measure by which the frame judges those actors.

With the clearly identified categories of the freedom-hating enemy against the
freedom-loving peoples of the world, the principle of freedom is used to describe a
clearly divided world of conflicting good and evil. In this recasting of the world, the
nuanced complexity of reality is distilled into a binary conflict of right versus wrong.

This definitive and clear-cut Manichean® conception is entirely self-confident and lacks
p y

4 See Glenn Greenwald’s 4 Tragic Legacy: How a Good vs. Evil Mentality Destroyed the Bush Presidency
(2007) for an in-depth analysis of the Manichean worldview of the Bush administration; see also Doug
Kellner e.g. “ Bush and bin Laden’s Binary Manicheanism: The Fusing of Horizons.” For a rejection of the
Manichean interpretation, see Dan Skinner. (2004, September 26) “Calling Bush's Views Manichean Is an
Insult to the Manicheans.” http://hnn.us/articles/7202.html
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any doubt in its understanding of events and actors’ behaviors. The narrative powerfully
enforces a conceptual simplicity onto the situation in Iraq; the frame obliges all
interlocutors and participants to engage with the simple binary of the worldview
President Bush provides.

Freedom is the most prominent principle referred to in the communications, and it
is an effective means to create this divided world because it is an irrefutably positive
concept. For most people the world over, the word symbolizes something that all people
are entitled to and is the essential product of good governance. Stone points out that as
far as ideals go, freedom has a particular symbolic power to it in the U.S. American
psyche: “For many Americans, freedom is the essence of what America is about - it is...
the most fundamental principle at the heart of American democracy” (2002: 108). With
the world split along the lines of one’s inclinations towards freedom, the
communication’s audience is asked to make their own respective judgments on freedom,
and, by extension, on which side of the conflict they will support. Few people would
understand the binary to offer true choice, because few people would want to be on the
side of hating freedom, embracing evil, and so on.

Because the principle of freedom is weighted with such symbolic power, this
binary view of the world serves the frame’s tactical purposes. Resistance to the
administration’s perspectives and policies is much more difficult to make when the issue
is not of sociopolitical subtleties, but one of conflicting good and evil. The
communications make their case by stating relevant facts and evidence, but they also do
it through the construction of the terms of the discussion around the issue. When Bush

states that “[w]e must continue to speak clearly about good and evil” (9/26), he indicates

51



the reliance upon this binary perspective in order to effectively and consistently
communicate a specific message amid the clamor of discussion and dissent in the media.

The frame has an inherent advantage over dissenters in that its underlying premise
- the evil of the enemy - is seen as undeniably true and not an item for debate in the
media. As long as the administration can effectively make the claim that the enemy in
Iraq is evil (for which there was no shortage of evidence), the question becomes not
whether action against this enemy is required, but what type of action is appropriate. The
enemy is undoubtedly evil, and anyone who suggests otherwise or attempts to deny this is
potentially threatening the good through their acquiescence to the enemy’s hatred.
Whatever the external evidence may seem to suggest on the administration’s policies, the
communications’ consistent appeals ensures that the administration can claim
righteousness.

Any resistance must therefore prepare itself for the inevitable charge of either
hating freedom, or, in less clearly resistant situations, as lacking the courage to
assertively deal with those who do hate freedom. These constraints can be applied
towards dissenting politicians, media personalities, journalists, or any of the categories of
actors covered in the previous section. In the fraught political and social environment of
post 9/11-America, these charges could carry real weight as effective slander. Those
attempting to challenge the administration risked this charge, and the strategically savvy
often choose to temper their resistance or quiet it altogether in an effort to retain viability.
By creating definitive categories of right and wrong along ideological lines, the frame

hinders the ability to dissent from the administration’s perspectives.
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The Strategic Value of Ambiguity

While the principle of freedom clearly plays a significant role in the manner in
which the communication’s frame the issue of Iraq, the specific contextual meaning of
freedom is never defined. Likewise, throughout the communications, there are consistent
thread of reference to ambiguous concepts and actions. The enemy is never described as
wanting to restrict the freedom of the United States or its citizens, it simply “hates
freedom.” The communications assume that the audience understands all that is implied
behind the term, and make no effort to further clarify. This is also true of the “love,” the
“liberty,” and the “peace’ that are consistently referenced.

This lack of detail is apparent not only in the vague grandiosity of principles and
ideals such as freedom, but also in the larger groups of people invoked and involved in
the conflict and in the stated motivations of all the actors. The frame’s ambiguity ensures
the incorporation of the widest array of supporters possible while not stating obviously
incorrect statements that could be easily denied. For instance, Bush’s declaration of
American motivations in the conflict is decidedly vague: “The United States is committed
to helping make the world more peaceful and more just. We are also committed to
freedom for all. We’re also committed to protecting human dignity” (10/10).

Few would deny that the nation symbolically stands for these concepts. The
attacks of 9/11 made it immediately apparent that there are people - labeled terrorists -
who do seek to harm America and other free nations. The underlying argument behind
the justifications for war - that terrorists are evil and America must do something about

them - is simply stated throughout the communications. By lacking the specificity to be

> Clearly, peace and military force seem to be contradictory concepts, but Bush’s frequent drawing of
parallels between the two is perhaps indicative of the extent to which a term such as “peace” can be
ambiguous.
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resisted yet referring to concepts and events that bring to mind the American
righteousness in pursuing the enemy in Iraq, the communications effectively make their
case. The use of these vague groups and concepts gives Bush a certain degree of
narrative freedom as the frame is constructed.

The value of this ambiguity is that it allows for an artful construction of the most
meaningful and persuasive message to the greatest number of people. Grand and abstract
symbols such as freedom, Elder and Cobb argue, are used in attempts to “synchroniz[e]
diverse motivations, expectations, and values so as to make collective action possible”
(1983: 28). This ambiguity encourages the largest amount of people possible towards
incorporating the frame’s perspectives into their own thinking on the issue. In a sense,
ambiguity and vagueness in the communications create characteristics of frames that
“resonate with the values and experiences of the public” (Miller and Reichert 2001: 113)

As noted, vaguely defined groups constitute a significant space in the
communications. With both good and evil sides of the frame included, these groups were
mentioned over 4.12 times per communication. The lack of precision over who the
groups are enables connections to be made between the overall grand conflict of an
enemy who hates America (the enemy of 9/11, or al Qaeda) and the specific situation and
enemy that exists in Iraq. Bush’s communications do make an explicit link between al
Qaeda and Iraq (something numerous critics have countered; for one example, see Pincus
and Milbank 2004), but they also connect the two through a shared common evil. The
clarity of evil links ambiguously described groups to be effectively lumped together in

the public’s perception of the enemy they are facing.
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By creating groups that are connected primarily by a common evil, the great
threats that America face seem even more insidious, determined, and shadowy. The
audience doesn’t know why or how the enemy hopes to attack America, all we know is
that they seek to harm the country and its citizens and allies. Murray Edelman has argued
that in political communications, an “obliviousness to individual diversities and
distinctions” serves a “propaganda function, for it focuses attention upon the trait that can
be used to mobilize allies” (1988: 77-78). In this case, Bush gives little serious analysis
to what may motivate or give birth to global terrorist networks or “outlaw regimes”, but
the audience is consistently reminded that these groups have a common evil that leads to
their desire to “harm the free world.” The enemy’s motivations remain vague enough
that the free world never has to address any political or social realities in its addressing of
the situation - the extermination of the enemy is the only possible true solution.

The enemy’s motivations are murky, and the precise groups that compose the
enemy are similarly lacking in specificity. Despite the influence of the attacks of 9/11 in
beginning and providing justification for the extent of the administration’s War on
Terror, al Qaeda is mentioned relatively rarely in the communications. The enemy is
instead a convoluted, worldwide network of evil, based in outlaw regimes in usually
distant places yet maintaining a global presence. The communications remind us that on
9/11, the “threats... had gathered for years, in secret and far away” (2/26).

The description creates an enemy that toes the line between being undeniable in
its existence, yet vague enough to not be able to effectively voice and express its own
specific goals or concerns. There is no legitimate spokesperson for the enemy, and

anyone that may represent terrorists or the Iraqi government is dismissed as illegitimate
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and simply attempting to distract the world from the persistent evil of the enemy.
Edelman observes that enemies that are “characterized by an inherent trait or set of traits
that mark them as evil, immoral, warped, or pathological” serve a purpose in political
communications in that they are a “continuing threat regardless of what course of action
they pursue, regardless of whether they win or lose in a particular encounter, and even if
they take no political action at all” (1988: 67). Even as the Iraqi administration’s officials
endlessly attempted to satisfy the requirements of UN weapons inspectors, the
communications manage to spin this as more evidence of the regime’s devious

deceptions.

All or Nothing

Despite the absence of clarity in defining what President Bush intends the term
freedom to mean, there is a substantial emphasis on identifying which actors fall into the
good or the evil sides of the frame’s narrative. One of the defining features of the Bush
administration’s communications regarding Iraq was the often expressed sentiment that,
the “coalition of freedom-loving people still stands: Either you’re with us and those of us
who love freedom, or you’re with the enemy” (1/22). All of the administration’s
perspectives, policies, and actions are pure in their pursuit of freedom, and any dissent
from them results in a complete rejection of the principles. In this narrative, there’s no
room for debate or nuance. Two camps exist, and no political entity, institution, or
individual may occupy the no-man’s-land between them.

This is a powerfully simplistic conception of the situation that restricts

opportunities for dissent by its definitive and pure view of the conflict. At its heart, the
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narrative described by Bush is essentially a struggle to bring higher principles such as
freedom into existence. Domestic actors are under constant demand to conform to this
environment, called upon to act in a manner congruent with the administration’s wishes
in order to maintain their presence on the good side of the conflict. This requirement
extends beyond the United States: “Governments are now showing whether their stated
commitments to liberty and security are words alone or convictions they’re prepared to
act upon” (3/8). All actors have an opportunity to advance the cause of freedom, peace,
love, and all the other good principles and ideals. Elisabeth Anker argues that the
“melodramatic” narrative in America after the attacks of 9/11 simplified “political
questions and concerns” by having conceptions of the conflict “brushed [...] under the rug
of transcendent morality [...] ma[king] state action seem absolutely moral and
unquestionable. An ambiguous situation was made to appear clear, and an uncertain
response, obligatory” (2005: 35).

In political communications such as those studied here, the intention behind the
concepts and terms means that these features aren’t selected because they best depict the
reality of the situation, but because they call forth a set of perspectives that encourage
specific policies and diplomatic and political actions. Edelman points out that in political
communications, “language is manifestly a form of action, not a tool for describing a
situation” (1988: 88). The power in Weaver’s “argument by definition” is that, as
Rowland and Jones point out, it not only

describes, but prescribes proper human conduct... The value-laden nature of the system
provides a fixed position for critiquing the actions of others. It also links ideology to
larger ethical principles that are infused with values for those who hold them. In a
rhetoric of ideological and moral clarity, the power of the value-laden and the ideological
discourse is combined. (2006: 30)
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The Bush administration’s framing of the situation in Iraq as a conflict of principles
effectively asks for the diplomatic extreme of military force as an appropriate response.
Simply put, if the evil and good in the frame are true in the world, the Iraq War was the

right and only thing to do.

Enforcing Consensus

By using irrefutably positive principles as the base upon which the righteousness
of the administration’s perspectives and arguments are built, the frame creates an
environment of discussion that inherently benefits the administration. Whenever the
occasional journalist challenges the frame in a press conference or an institution or
foreign nation departs from the administration’s terms of expected diplomatic action,
Bush returns to the simplicity and power of these principles. This part of the frame - the
fact that Saddam Hussein is evil or that Americans love freedom - is never overtly
challenged.

What results is a simple and simplistic conception of the world. There is no
debate over who is the good and who is the evil or whether American action against the
enemy is the appropriate solution, this is all taken for granted. Because it is impossible to
effectively challenge this part of the frame, a degree of social consensus is formed.
Politicians, the media, and the public all benefit from conceding to the terms of this
consensus and in not actively resisting it.

Hallin offers an explanation of why the media inclines towards acquiescing to this
one-dimensional and even crude conception of the world. As he argues in his

examination of the media’s coverage of the Vietnam War, the ideology of the Cold War
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was essentially a simplification of the “immense complexity of international affairs” to a
“single, familiar axis of conflict,” similar to the binary narrative described in the Iraq
communications above. This agreed upon ideology “enabled the journalist to explain to
the news audience (and to him or herself), with minimum effort and, at least in
appearance, great clarity, ‘what it all meant’ - why [specific foreign policy instances]
w[ere] worth reading about.” In order to most effectively communicate the relevance of a
story to the broadest audience, journalists “rely as heavily as anyone else on the symbolic
tools that make up the dominant ideology of their society” (Hallin 1986: 50).

Politicians also have self-interest in mind when conforming to the simplistic
conception of the world expressed in the frame. Deborah Stone writes that as much as a
politician might want to enact a certain policy, they must be aware of the significance that
their stance on issues can have on their own political existence: “Politicians always have
at least two goals. First is a policy goal... Perhaps even more important, though, is a
political goal. Politicians always want to preserve their power, or gain enough power, to
be able to accomplish their policy goals™ (2002: 2). In the pursuit of political power,
politicians have to consider how they will respond to White House frames that are
dominating the way the news is reported. As Mermin (1999) writes, politicians have
“powerful strategic incentives not to speak out against a White House decision, whatever
their evaluation of its merits” (7). In order to continue to maintain their chances of re-
election and political power in governing institutions, it benefits politicians to continue
discussing the situation in these simplified terms. By framing the basic terms of the
debate in a manner that benefits the administration’s policies and perspectives, it is

inherently difficult for the media and for politicians to oppose the Bush administration.
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VI. Conclusion

The principled language that is the focus of this study is a crucial component of
how the Bush administration framed Iraq as a foreign policy imperative, thus selling the
war’s necessity to the American public. Media frames, as conceptual distortions of real-
world events and situations, influence the direction of political events. In the case of
Iraq, the consistent description of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq as a problem of evil to be
counteracted by the U.S’s (and allies) good, using principled, abstract, and definitive
language to describe ongoing events and behaviors, helped the Bush administration frame
the conflict. Placing all of their actions and perspectives on the good side of the frame,
the administration was able to frame their role as righteous and noble, and the role of
anyone or anything that opposed them as either evil or cowing down to evil.
Consequently, this effective frame led to the media’s acquiescence to the administration’s
policies, and an increased percentage of those in the public who believed what the
administration was suggesting about Iraq.

The type of language examined here is integral to modern political
communications as it forms a significant part of the ways framing of issues is achieved.
In their communications, presidents do not simply describe or list events as they are
according to reality. They must, in an attempt to ensure their own political survival,
attempt to influence the political process in their favor by framing issues in a certain
light. The primary departure that communications take from a straightforward description
of events is the use of principled language to lend an ideological, moral, and

psychological weight to political occurrences. As reality is filtered through the lens of
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media framing, principled language is the most significant tool by which politicians alter
conceptions of events.

2 ¢¢

Such phrases as “serve your country,” “support the troops,” and “God bless
America,” appear with such frequency they have become standards in the political
lexicon. Domke and Coe document that from FDR’s inauguration in 1933 until the end
of Carter’s term in 1980, the phrase “God Bless America” appeared only once in 229
major Presidential addresses. However, from when Reagan first uttered it in 1980 until
2006, presidents used the phrase 49 times in 129 major addresses (2008). The increased
usage of this term is not due to any factor other than it serves a political purpose — it
“sate[s] the appetites of those in the public and press corps who want assurance that this
person is a real, God-fearing American” (Domke and Coe 2008). This type of language
projects positive notions of what constitutes a good leader, all while remaining abstract
enough to avoid potential conflicts with the opinions or beliefs of any significant
percentage of the electorate.

In a sense, then, this language is part of effective political strategy. The Bush
administration’s consistent appeal to higher principles employed this approach; its
utilization of these appeals to high principles was part of its consequent effectiveness.
These communicative approaches are heard so often in politics because they work.
Interestingly, Jarvis (2004) found that, in an analysis of 2,000 speech segments from
presidential campaigns between 1948 and 2000, Republicans (President Bush’s party) are
much more likely to use this type of argument than Democrats.

Republican candidates spoke directly of "fundamental issues," "ultimate solutions," and
what America "must" do...[O]ne would be hard-pressed to question the certainty with
which these statements were delivered or their ability to impress audiences craving fixity
in their lives (p. 414, emphasis mine).
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As Jarvis notes in her emphasis, principled and ideological language in communications
offers something that more specific and strictly objective language can not: a connection
between events and what is perceived to be the truly meaningful in people’s lives. The
relative success of Republicans to both control the political dialogue as well as get
themselves elected (they have won 7 of the past 11 presidential elections)® can partly be
explained by their frequent use of this type of language. While this language may
encourage policies that are not based in rational analysis of political choices (case in
point: the Iraq War), the political reality is that it benefits the politician who utilizes it.
Democrats might consider constructing their own narratives with Weaver’s “highest
order of appeal” in mind.

This thesis is intended to address the dearth of academic study into the particular
manner in which this type of language influences framing, and the particular case study
of the Iraq war. By observing the extent to which principled language describes and
therefore prescribes the behavior of all the actors in this political event, it can be seen that
the frame is deeply bound and expressed by this language. Not only were there
significant factual problems with the Bush administration’s case, also, more importantly,
the success of the framing allowed the simplistic ideological binary to render objective
realities almost irrelevant, first for the media and other politicians, and then for the public
at large. While this language involves a departure from the strictly rational, its utility
ensures that it will continue in politics. Further examination of the patterns of its use will
provide essential insight into the significance of the mass media in the contemporary

political process.

® See Micklethwait and Wooldridge’s The Right Nation: Conservative Power in America (2004)
for an in-depth analysis of the rise of the right-wing in American politics.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Bush administration communications ahead of the invasion of Iraq
All Bush communications addressing Iraq from the August of 2002 to March 2003
period, according to the Subject Index of the Public Papers of George W. Bush.

Does not include letters or messages to Congress.

August 2002

August 1, 2002 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With King Abdullah II of Jordan and an
Exchange With Reporters (1330-1332)

August 10, 2002 - Exchange With Reporters in Waco, Texas (1372-1373)

August 16, 2002 - Remarks on the Baseball Labor Dispute and an Exchange With
Reporters in Crawford (1426-1427)

August 21, 2002 - Remarks Following a Meeting With the Secretary of Defense and an
Exchange With Reporters in Crawford, Texas (1431-1434)

September 2002

September 4, 2002 -Remarks Following a Meeting With Congressional Leaders and an
Exchange With Reporters (1523-1525)

September 7, 2002 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With Prime Minister Tony Blair of the
United Kingdom and an Exchange With Reporters at Camp David, Maryland (1559-
1561)

September 11, 2002 - Remarks at the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia (1569-1570)

September 11, 2002 - Address to the Nation From Ellis Island, New York, on the
Anniversary of the Terrorist Attacks of September 11 (1570-1572)

September 12, 2002 - Address to the United Nations General Assembly in New York
City (1572-1576)

September 13, 2002 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With Central African Leaders and an
Exchange With Reporters in New York City (1581-1582)

September 14, 2002 - The President’s Radio Address (1582-1583)
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September 14, 2002 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With Prime Minister Silvio
Berlusconi of Italy and an Exchange With Reporters at Camp David, Maryland (1584-
1586)

September 18, 2002 - Remarks Following a Meeting With Congressional Leaders and an
Exchange With Reporters (1611-1612)

September 19, 2002 - Remarks Following a Meeting With Secretary of State Colin L.
Powell and an Exchange With Reporters (1617-1619)

September 19, 2002 - Remarks Following a Visit With Homeland Security Employees
and an Exchange With Reporters (1619-1620)

September 19, 2002 - Remarks at the Republican Governors Association Fall Reception
(1621-1627)

September 24, 2002 - Remarks Following a Cabinet Meeting and an Exchange With
Reporters (1646-1649)

September 25, 2002 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With President Alvaro Uribe of
Colombia and an Exchange With Reporters (1656-1658)

September 26, 2002 - Remarks Following a Meeting With Congressional Leaders (1664-
1665)

September 26, 2002 - Remarks at a Reception for Senatorial Candidate John Cornyn in
Houston, Texas (1667-1675)

September 28, 2002 - The President’s Radio Address (1696-1697)

October 2002

October 1, 2002 - Remarks Following a Meeting With Congressional Leaders and an
Exchange With Reporters (1700-1702)

October 2, 2002 - Remarks Announcing Bipartisan Agreement on a Joint Resolution To
Authorize the Use of United States Armed Forces Against Iraq (1707-1708)

October 4, 2002 - Remarks at a Reception for Gubernatorial Candidate Mitt Romney in
Boston, Massachusetts (1727-1735)

October 5, 2002 - The President’s Radio Address (1735-1736)

October 7, 2002 - Address to the Nation on Iraq From Cincinnati, Ohio (1751-1757)
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October 10, 2002 - Remarks on House of Representatives Action on the Resolution
Authorizing the Use of Military Force Against Iraq (1778)

October 11, 2002 - Statement on Senate Action on the Resolution Authorizing the Use of
Military Force Against Iraq (1779)

October 14, 2002 - Remarks on the Terrorist Attack in Indonesia and an Exchange With
Reporters (1786-1790)

October 16, 2002 - Remarks on Signing the Authorization for Use of Military Force
Against Iraq Resolution of 2002 (1812-1814)

October 16, 2002 - Statement on Signing the Authorization for Use of Military Force
Against Iraq Resolution of 2002 (1814-1815)

October 16, 2002 - Remarks Following Discussions With Prime Minister Ariel Sharon of
Israel and an Exchange With Reporters (1815-1817)

October 21, 2002 - Remarks Following Discussions With Secretary General Lord
Robertson of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and an Exchange With Reporters
(1850-1852)

October 25, 2002 - The President’s News Conference With President Jiang Zemin of
China in Crawford, Texas (1897-1900)

November 2002

November 7, 2002 - The President’s News Conference (2039-2051)

November 8, 2002 - Remarks on the Passage of a United Nations Security Council
Resolution on Iraq (2053-2054)

November 16, 2002 - The President’s Radio Address (2080-2081)
November 18, 2002 - Interview With European Journalists (2082-2089)

November 20, 2002 - The President’s News Conference With President Vaclav Havel of
the Czech Republic in Prague, Czech Republic (2097-2100)

November 21, 2002 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With Prime Minister Tony Blair of
the United Kingdom and an Exchange With Reporters in Prague, Czech Republic (2108-
2110)

November 22, 2002 - Joint U.S.-Russia Statement on Iraq (2113)
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December 2002

December 2, 2002 - Remarks on Signing the Bob Stump National Defense Authorization
Act for Fiscal Year 2003 in Arlington, Virginia (2145-2148)

December 4, 2002 - Remarks on Signing the Dot Kids Implementation and Efficiency
Act 0of 2002 and an Exchange With Reporters (2161-2164)

December 20, 2002 - Remarks Following Discussions With the Quartet Principals and an
Exchange With Reporters (2207-2208)

December 31, 2002 - Exchange With Reporters in Crawford, Texas (2215-2218)

January 2003

January 6, 2003 - Remarks Following a Cabinet Meeting and an Exchange With
Reporters (25-28)

January 14, 2003 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With President Aleksander
Kwasniewski of Poland and an Exchange With Reporters (48-50)

January 21, 2003 - Remarks Following a Meeting With Economists and an Exchange
With Reporters (69-71)

January 22, 2003 - Remarks on the National Economy in St. Louis, Missouri (73-78)

January 28, 2003 - Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the
Union (82-90)

January 30, 2003 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi
of Italy and an Exchange With Reporters (107-108)

January 31, 2003 - The President’s News Conference With Prime Minister Tony Blair of
the United Kingdom (114-117)

February 2003

February 3, 2003 - Remarks Prior to Discussions With King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa of
Bahrain (125)

February 6, 2003 - Remarks on the Iraqi Regime’s Noncompliance With United Nations
Resolutions (135-137)
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February 8, 2003 - The President’s Radio Address (140-141)

February 10, 2003 - Remarks Following Discussions With Prime Minister John Howard
of Australia and an Exchange With Reporters (151-153)

February 13, 2003 - Remarks at Naval Station Mayport in Jacksonville (169-173)
February 18, 2003 - Remarks at the Swearing-In Ceremony for William Donaldson as
Chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission and an Exchange With Reporters

(180-183)

February 22, 2003 - The President’s News Conference With President Jose Maria Aznar
of Spain in Crawford, Texas (198-202)

February 26, 2003 - Remarks at the American Enterprise Institute Dinner (216-220)

March 2003

March 1, 2003 - The President’s Radio Address (234-235)

March 6, 2003 - The President’s News Conference (244-254)

March 8, 2003 - The President’s Radio Address (257-258)

arch 15, 2003 - The President’s Radio Address (266-267)

March 16, 2003 - The President’s News Conference With Prime Minister Jose Manuel
Durao Barroso of Portugal, President Jose Maria Aznar of Spain, and Prime Minister
Tony Blair of the United Kingdom in the Azores, Portugal (267-274)

March 17, 2003 - Address to the Nation on Iraq (277-280)

March 19, 2003 - Address to the Nation on Iraq (281-282)

March 22, 2003 - The President’s Radio Address (288-289)

March 23, 2003 - Remarks on Operation Iraqi Freedom and an Exchange With Reporters
(289-292)

March 25, 2003 - Remarks at the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia (292-294)

March 26, 2003 - Remarks at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida (297-300)
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March 27, 2003 - The President’s News Conference With Prime Minister Tony Blair of
the United Kingdom at Camp David, Maryland (301-307)

March 29, 2003 - The President’s Radio Address (311-312)

March 31, 2003 - Remarks at the Port of Philadelphia in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
(312-316)
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Appendix 2. Monthly Frequencies

Monthly Frequencies for Coded Categories

AT Ind(i;\:)i(()i(lllals
Aug ‘02 1
Sept ‘02 0.43
Oct ‘02 1
Nov 02 1.67
Dec <02 0.75
Jan ‘03 1.14
Feb €03 1.11
Mar ‘03 1.67

Evil
Monthly Ideologies
Aug ‘02 0.5
Sept <02 1.07
Oct ‘02 0.73
Nov 02 1.33
Dec 02 0.75
Jan ‘03 1.14
Feb €03 1.67
Mar “03 3
Table 8.2.1

Evil
Individuals
1
1.71
2.36
2.33
2
3
2.89
4.5

Good
Ideologies
1

1.5
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Month b

groups
Aug ‘02 1
Sept €02 1
Oct 02 2.09
Nov 02 2.17
Dec 02 0.75
Jan ‘03 2.57
Feb €03 2.78
Mar ‘03 6.33
ALCITN Insgtol:)t(ilons
Aug ‘02 0.5
Sept ‘02 2.5
Oct ‘02 2.36
Nov 02 3
Dec 02 1.25
Jan ‘03 2
Feb €03 2.44
Mar ‘03 2.08

Evil
Groups

1
1.07
1.18
0.67
0.75
1.29
1.78
2.83

Evil

Institutions
0.25

0.93

1.55

0.83

0.5

0.86

1.78

3.33



Appendix 3.

Total times good categories mentioned per month
Month (total
number of
communications  Evil Ideologies Evil Groups Evil Institutions Evil Individuals
coded in that

month)

Aug ‘02 (4) 2 1 4
Sept <02 (17) 20 8 3 24
Oct 02 (11) 8 3 7 26
Nov ’02 (6) 8 5 5 19
Dec °02 (4) 3 3 2 8
Jan ’03 (7) 8 9 6 21
Feb €03 (9) 15 16 16 26
Mar €03 (14) 38 35 44 56
Total (72) 102 103 104 184

Total frequency 1.41666 1.43 1.44444 2.55555
Table 8.3.1

Total times evil categories mentioned per month
Month (total
number of
communications Good Ideologies Good Groups (?00(.1 C.;O.Od
. Institutions Individuals
coded in that
month)

Aug 02 (4) 4 4 2 4
Sept *02 (17) 24 17 36 7
Oct 02 (11) 11 23 26 11
Nov ’02 (6) 12 16 22 10
Dec °02 (4) 4 3 5 2
Jan ’03 (7) 14 18 14 8
Feb °03 (9) 22 25 22 10
March (14) 41 84 25 20
Total (72) 132 190 152 72

Total frequency 1.83333 2.638888 211111 1
Table 8.3.2
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