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Executive Summary

This report investigates the rhetoric of former U.S. President George W. Bush, focusing
on the presence of hate speech, warmongering, dehumanizing language, and “us vs. them”
narratives. Central to this analysis are his post-9/11 statements and speeches during the
“War on Terror,” particularly the 2002 State of the Union address and the “Mission Accom-
plished” speech of 2003. The analysis reveals how specific linguistic choices contributed to
a polarizing global environment, justified military action, and obscured the complexities of
international relations.

1. Key Findings

1.1 “Axis of Evil” Speech (2002)

In his 2002 State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, President Bush notably labeled
Iran, Iraq, and North Korea as an “Axis of Evil.” He asserted, “States like these, and their
terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.” [25]
Describing Iraq, Bush stated, “The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve
gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that has already used poison
gas to murder thousands of its own citizens... This is a regime that has something to hide
from the civilized world.” [25] He also criticized North Korea as “A regime arming with
missiles and weapons of mass destruction, while starving its citizens,” [26] and Iran for “ag-
gressively pursu[ing] these weapons and export[ing] terror, while an unelected few repress
the Iranian people’s hope for freedom.” [26] This phrase reinforced binary thinking, pre-
senting these nations as a monolithic threat and often disregarding their distinct geopolitical
contexts and the internal struggles within them. Critics noted that the speech seriously
damaged diplomatic efforts, particularly with Iran, where there was a brief period of hope
for rapprochement post-9/11. [24] The term, intentionally referencing the Axis powers of
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WWII, fostered a narrative of absolute good versus absolute evil, contributing to strained
diplomatic relations and laying rhetorical groundwork for future conflicts. [26]

1.2 Post-9/11 Rhetoric

Bush’s response to the September 11 attacks consistently employed absolutist moral di-
chotomies. A week after 9/11, in an address to a Joint Session of Congress on September 20,
2001, Bush issued a stark ultimatum to the world: “Every nation, in every region, now has a
decision to make: Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.” [7, 23] This rhetoric
fostered a polarizing view that blurred distinctions between extremist factions and broader
populations, particularly Muslims and Arab people, leading to increased Islamophobia. [23]
His language often cast the enemy in dehumanizing terms, referring to terrorists as “barbaric
criminals who profane a great religion” [7] or “monstrous, murderous entities” whose “sole
purpose was to destroy the American way of life” [17]. Such moralized language contributed
to an ideological polarization, making hostilities against the “other” seem necessary and even
legitimizing actions against non-combatants. [9]

1.3 “Mission Accomplished” Speech (2003)

Declared aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln on May 1, 2003, under a widely publicized banner
that read “Mission Accomplished,” President Bush stated, “Major combat operations in Iraq
have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed.” [8, 14]
While he also mentioned, “Our mission continues” and “We have difficult work to do in
Iraq,” the prominent banner and emphasis on victory created a misleading impression that
the conflict was largely over. [1, 22] This premature claim of victory was widely criticized
as war propaganda, particularly as the Iraqi insurgency gained pace and developed into a
protracted sectarian conflict, with the vast majority of casualties occurring after this speech.
[2, 18, 20] The speech also reinforced since-disproven narratives linking Saddam Hussein to
al-Qaeda or weapons of mass destruction, serving to justify the invasion. [15, 16] The phrase
“Mission Accomplished” has since become a symbol of overconfident posturing and the perils
of declaring victory too early in complex situations. [1, 2, 19, 22]

2. Linguistic Patterns and Risk Areas

• Dehumanization: Phrases like “Axis of Evil” and descriptions of the enemy as “bar-
baric criminals” or “monstrous entities” reduce nations and groups to monolithic en-
emies, disregarding their cultural and political complexities and portraying them as
entirely devoid of human characteristics. [4, 17] This pattern relies on past construc-
tions of evil and graphic narratives of enemy behavior to present a morally simplified
picture. [4]

• Incitement to Violence: Overly simplistic binary rhetoric, such as “either you are
with us, or you are with the terrorists,” undermines diplomatic solutions and justifies
preemptive military action by framing conflict as an unavoidable moral imperative. [9,
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23] This creates a moral justification for war by presenting it as a defense of ”freedom”
and ”all that is good and just”. [9]

• Us vs. Them Narratives: Recurrent themes of Western righteousness versus global
evil create a divisive international atmosphere. [4] The use of moral absolutism and
“Othering” in post-9/11 speeches contributed to a ”clash of civilizations” mindset,
fostering fear and making coercive measures seem legitimate against a perceived threat.
[9]

3. Recommendations for Peace-Based Communication

1. Nuanced Language: Avoid geopolitical generalizations and sweeping categorizations
like “Axis of Evil.” Differentiate between governments, extremist factions, and their
citizens to foster a more accurate and less inflammatory understanding of complex
situations.

2. Promote Diplomacy: Emphasize negotiation, empathy, and multilateralism over
conflict. Language should highlight shared interests and potential for cooperation
rather than perpetuating zero-sum frameworks.

3. Inclusive Messaging: Foster unity by recognizing common human values and diverse
perspectives. Avoid rhetoric that creates or reinforces a “us vs. them” mentality, and
instead promote dialogue that acknowledges varied cultural, religious, and political
realities.

Conclusion

While President Bush’s rhetoric was undoubtedly shaped by historical trauma and national
security concerns in the aftermath of 9/11, it also significantly amplified divisive language
and reinforced global polarization. His use of moral absolutism, dehumanizing labels like
“Axis of Evil,” and premature victory declarations, as seen in the “Mission Accomplished”
speech, served to simplify complex geopolitical realities and justify military interventions.
This report underscores the profound impact of such rhetorical choices and calls for a shift
towards language that upholds peace, mutual understanding, and respectful dialogue, ac-
tively avoiding rhetorical devices that dehumanize, incite violence, or impede diplomatic
solutions.
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