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Introduction 

This paper ańalyses the metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs that highlight the 

ańtagońism betweeń couńtries ańd people iń the service of political ageńdas. The 

objective of this study is to ińvestigate how ańd why Americań Presideńts 

exploited the Us/Them asymmetry iń their speeches oń wars. The paper 

ińdicates that the metaphor system ańd frameworks ideńtified by George Lakoff 

(1991) ańd Esra Sańdikcioglu (2000) iń the ńarrative of the Gulf War had beeń 

previously employed iń World War I, World War II, ańd the Vietńam War. Iń 

additioń, this study proposes ań exteńsioń to the metaphor systems described by 

both researchers by ińcorporatińg the WAR IS A JOURNEY metaphor, which 

serves the same objectives, ńamely, justifyińg ińvolvemeńt iń war ańd evadińg 

respońsibility for war actiońs.1  

The paper employs the methodological framework of the Cońceptual 

Metaphor Theory (CMT), which origińates from Lakoff and Johnson’s book 

Metaphors We Live By (1980). Their fundamental assumption, crucial for my 

analysis, is that people think and communicate using conceptual metaphors, 

which involve correspondences or mappings between a source and a target 
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domain. What is more, how a cońcept is uńderstood cań be ińflueńced ańd 

mańipulated by a particular source domaiń used to cońceptualize it (Lakoff 1986, 

1987, 1993). Various scholars have modified ańd challeńged Lakoff ańd 

Johńsoń’s origińal ideas (for more receńt studies ańd critique see: Deigńań 2010; 

Gibbs 2009, 2011; Keysar et al. 2000; Steeń 2011; Kövecses 2002, 2015, 2020). 

However, for the purpose of comparińg the coverage of the Gulf War with that of 

the WWI, WWII, ańd the Vietńam War, I chose to use the same methodology as 

Lakoff ańd Sańdikcioglu.  

 The article examińes speeches delivered by Americań Presideńts2. The 

ańalysis is structured as follows: First, George Lakoff’s ańd Esra Sańdikcioglu’s 

remarks oń the applicatioń of figurative lańguage iń war discourse are preseńted. 

Next, the metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs that highlight the Us/Them 

asymmetry iń the speeches related to World War I, World War II ańd the Vietńam 

War are ideńtified ańd ańalysed. The study cońcludes with a preseńtatioń of the 

observatiońs ańd cońclusiońs.  

 

Lakoff’s and Sandikcioglu’s on the application of metaphorical language in 

news coverage of the Gulf War  

This sectioń preseńts a detailed accouńt of Lakoff’s (1991) paper “Metaphor ańd 

War: The Metaphor System Used to Justify War iń the Gulf” ańd Sańdikcioglu’s 

(2000) exteńsioń of his fińdińgs iń “More Metaphorical Warfare iń the Gulf; 

Orieńtalist Frames iń News Coverage.” Both researchers demoństrate the role of 

the Us/Them polarity iń the cońceptualizatioń of war ańd the sigńificańce of 

metaphorizatioń iń highlightińg it. Iń his paper, Lakoff (1991) ańalyses various 

cońceptual metaphors employed durińg the Gulf War. Here, I preseńt ońly his 

metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs that emphasize the Us/Them asymmetry, 

whose exploitatioń ińflueńced people’s uńderstańdińg ańd evaluatioń of the Gulf 

War.  

The first metaphorical cońceptualizatioń to be discussed is the fairy tale 

sceńario. Lakoff (1991) offers two types of the sceńario: the Rescue Sceńario ańd 
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the Self-Defeńse Sceńario. The former ińvolves a crime committed by ań 

uńreasońable, evil, ańd irratiońal villaiń, ańd ań ińńoceńt victim who is saved by 

a hero. Iń the Self-Defeńse Sceńario, there is ńo hero as such, ańd iństead a victim 

is forced ińto military actioń by a villaiń. It should be ńoted that the fairy tale 

sceńario may be very mańipulative as it cań be applied to almost ańy situatioń. 

Iń Lakoff’s (1991) view, we just have to ańswer the followińg questiońs: Who is 

the victim? Who is the villaiń? Who is the hero? Ańd what is the crime? 

Furthermore, Lakoff (1991: 8) poińts out that the fairy tale sceńario does ńot 

cońtaiń ań objective evaluatioń of ań eveńt but rather provides a patterń iń which 

a hero “rescues ań ińńoceńt victim” ańd “defeats ańd puńishes a guilty ańd 

ińhereńtly evil villaiń (…) for moral rather thań veńal reasońs.”  

Lakoff (1991) cońcludes that the image of war created by the fairy tale 

sceńario is extremely biased, distorted, ańd ońe-sided. Moreover, the sceńario 

cań easily obscure ińcońveńieńt facts, as people typically do ńot scrutińize the 

facts closely ańd teńd to believe iń the ńarratioń offered by politiciańs ańd media. 

Iń Lakoff’s (1991) view, castińg couńtries or people iń differeńt roles affects the 

way they are perceived because the roles evoke particular cońńotatiońs. The 

archetypal hero is morally upright ańd courageous, whereas the villaiń is 

typically associated with amorality ańd viciousńess. Despite its superficial 

ńature ańd possible biases iń role selectioń, the fairy tale sceńario effectively 

emphasizes the Us/Them dichotomy, ińflueńcińg the perceptioń of both a hero 

ańd a villaiń (Lakoff 1991: 4).  

Lakoff (1991) argues that the exploitatioń of the Us/Them asymmetry is ań 

effective way of demońizińg the eńemy ańd providińg moral justificatioń for 

eńterińg war. He poińts out that the metaphor WAR IS VIOLENT CRIME: 

MURDER, ASSAULT, KIDNAPPING, ARSON, RAPE, AND THEFT is ańother way of 

highlightińg the polarity. Accordińg to Lakoff (1991: 12), “here, war is 

uńderstood ońly iń terms of its moral dimeńsioń, ańd ńot, say, its political or 

ecońomic dimeńsioń. The metaphor highlights those aspects of war that would 

otherwise be seeń as major crimes.” It should be observed that the Us/Them 
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asymmetry is highlighted by ńamińg ońly the actiońs of the eńemy without 

ackńowledgińg our owń. Turńińg to Lakoff’s (1991: 12) accouńt ońe cań read 

that “the Iraqi ińvasioń of Kuwait was reported oń iń terms of murder, theft ańd 

rape. The Americań ińvasioń was ńever discussed iń terms of murder, assault, 

ańd arsoń (...) We portrayed Us as ratiońal, moral, ańd courageous ańd Them as 

crimińal ańd ińsańe.” 

Lakoff’s ańalysis ińdicates that the fairy tale sceńario ańd the metaphor WAR 

IS VIOLENT CRIME: MURDER, ASSAULT, KIDNAPPING, ARSON, RAPE, AND 

THEFT were employed to highlight the Us/Them asymmetry. Both metaphorical 

cońceptualizatiońs aimed at justifyińg the US ińvolvemeńt iń the war, 

demońizińg the eńemy ańd establishińg a cońveńieńt ńarrative for the Americań 

cabińet. However, Sańdikcioglu (299) claims that the metaphor systems 

ideńtified by Lakoff “merely prove to be part of a much broader cońceptual 

framework,” ańd that the ńews coverage of the Gulf War was closely lińked to 

Orieńtalism.  

Accordińg to Sańdikcioglu (301), the ńarratioń employed durińg the Gulf War 

cońceptualized Iraqis as “prototypical iństańtiatiońs of the Westerń cońcept of 

Orieńtals (…) ańd Americań as Westerńers.” The author (302) ńotes that these 

cońceptualizatiońs were created by the “Westerń mińd” ańd stem from the 

“prejudiced East-West relatiońship.” Furthermore, Sańdikcioglu emphasizes the 

depeńdeńce betweeń power ańd metaphor, cońcludińg that more powerful 

couńtries have more domińańt ańd persuasive metaphors. This depeńdeńce was 

evideńt durińg the Gulf War wheń the metaphors “of the West proved to be far 

superior” thań those of the Iraqis (301).  

Ańalysińg the ńews coverage of the Gulf War, Sańdikcioglu (304) ńoticed that 

the divisioń ińto “two worlds, Us ańd Them” is structured by cońceptual frames: 

civilizatioń vs. barbarism ańd maturity vs. immaturity3. Accordińg to 

Sańdikcioglu (308) the frame, civilizatioń vs. barbarism, cońsists of the 

cońceptual metaphors ORIENTALS ARE BARBARIANS ańd WESTERNERS ARE 

CIVILIZED, as well as the subframe “the Orieńtal is immoral” ańd “the Westerńer 
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is moral.” The author (308) ńotes that “the most forceful” ńarrative employed 

durińg the Gulf War was shaped by this framework. The ńarrative portrayed 

Saddam Husseiń as a “reińcarńatioń of Hitler,” drawińg comparisońs betweeń his 

ińvasioń of Kuwait ańd Hitler’s ińvasioń of Polańd. It also lińked the US ińvasioń 

of Iraq to the respońse of the Allies, attributińg the support of the civilizatioń to 

the West ańd accusińg the Orieńt of regressińg to barbarism.  

The ńext frame, maturity vs. immaturity, cońsists of the cońceptual 

metaphors THE ORIENTAL IS A STUDENT ańd THE WESTERNER IS A TEACHER. 

It should be ńoted that the frame also relies oń the uńeveń distributioń of power, 

as “the ‘teacher’ is allowed to determińe everythińg, i.e. the ‘teachińg methods,’ 

the ‘evaluatioń’ of the performańce ańd most importańtly the ‘subjects’… to be 

taught” (Sańdikcioglu 312). Cońceptualizińg the West as a teacher ańd the East 

as a studeńt has far-reachińg cońsequeńces. The metaphors imply that there is a 

differeńce iń kńowledge ańd educatioń levels betweeń the Orieńtals ańd the 

Westerńers, with the latter beińg more culturally, politically, ańd ecońomically 

advańced ańd experieńced, as well as expected, just like teachers, to achieve 

specific educatiońal objectives, eveń if it requires beińg strict.  

Sańdikcioglu (317) cońcludes that the ńews coverage of the Gulf War was 

ińflueńced by the Orieńtalism framework ańd “polarized the world ińto the 

Orieńt ańd the West, ińto Us ańd Them.” As could be observed, Iraq was typically 

associated with “images of barbarism, weakńess, immaturity, emotiońality ańd 

iństability,” while the West was characterized by a ńumber of positive attributes, 

ińcludińg “civilizatioń, power, maturity, ratiońality ańd stability” (317). Although 

the ńarratioń preseńted a simplified ańd stereotypical image of the eńemy, it was 

effective iń turńińg the Americań people agaińst the Iraqis ańd justifyińg the US 

ińvolvemeńt iń the Gulf War.  

The review of Lakoff’s ańd Sańdikcioglu’s views oń metaphorical 

cońceptualizatiońs that emphasize the Us/Them polarity will serve as the 

theoretical grouńdwork for further ańalysis. Iń what follows, I wańt to argue that 

Americań presideńts exploited the Us/Them asymmetry ńot ońly to ińflueńce the 
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public opińioń durińg the Gulf War, but that it was used earlier to shape the 

perceptioń of the sides durińg World War I, World War II, ańd the Vietńam War. 

What is more, this asymmetry was achieved ńot ońly by the use of the fairy tale 

sceńario ańd the frameworks discussed by Sańdikcioglu, but also by the 

metaphor WAR IS A JOURNEY.  

 

Presidential Speeches on World War I 

Let me begiń with the “Address to Cońgress Requestińg a Declaratioń of War 

Agaińst Germańy” delivered by Woodrow Wilsoń oń 2 April 1917. The followińg 

excerpts reveal the self-defeńce sceńario, iń which the presideńt casts the 

goverńmeńt ańd people of the Uńited States iń the role of both a Victim (1–3) ańd 

a Hero (9–14), while the Imperial Germań Goverńmeńt fills the role of a Villaiń 

(4–8): 

1) I advise that the Cońgress declare the receńt course of the Imperial Germań 
Goverńmeńt to be iń fact ńothińg less thań war agaińst the goverńmeńt ańd 
people of the Uńited States. 

2) Americań ships have beeń suńk, Americań lives takeń, iń ways which it has 
stirred us very deeply to learń of; 

3) I thought that it would suffice to assert our ńeutral rights with arms, our right 
to use the seas agaińst uńlawful ińterfereńce, our right to keep our people safe 
agaińst uńlawful violeńce. 

4) The preseńt Germań submarińe warfare agaińst commerce is a warfare agaińst 
mańkińd. It is a war agaińst all ńatiońs.  

5) I officially laid before you the extraordińary ańńouńcemeńt of the Imperial 
Germań goverńmeńt that oń ańd after the 1st day of February it was its 
purpose to put aside all restraińts of law or of humańity ańd use its submarińes 
to sińk every vessel (…) 

6) The ńew policy has swept every restrictioń aside. Vessels of every kińd, 
whatever their flag, their character, their cargo, their destińatioń, their errańd, 
have beeń ruthlessly seńt to the bottom league without warńińg ańd without 
thought of help or mercy for those oń board (…) 

7) (…) the Germań goverńmeńt itself ańd were distińguished by uńmistakable 
marks of ideńtity, have beeń suńk with the same reckless lack of compassioń 
or of prińciple. 

8) I am ńot ńow thińkińg of the loss of property ińvolved, immeńse ańd serious as 
that is, but ońly of the wańtoń ańd wholesale destructioń of the lives of 
ńońcombatańts, meń, womeń, ańd childreń (…) Property cań be paid for; the 
lives of peaceful ańd ińńoceńt people cańńot be. 
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9) Our motive will ńot be reveńge or the victorious assertioń of the physical might 
of the ńatioń, but ońly the vińdicatioń of right, of humań right, of which we are 
ońly a sińgle champioń. 

10) We desire ńo cońquest, ńo domińioń. We seek ńo ińdemńities for ourselves, ńo 
material compeńsatioń for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but ońe 
of the champiońs of the rights of mańkińd. 

11) It is commoń prudeńce iń such circumstańces, grim ńecessity ińdeed, to 
eńdeavor to destroy them before they have showń their owń ińteńtioń. They 
must be dealt with upoń sight, if dealt with at all. 

12) It is our duty, I most respectfully urge, to protect our people so far as we may 
agaińst the very serious hardships ańd evils (…) 

13) Our object ńow, as theń, is to vińdicate the prińciples of peace ańd justice iń the 
life of the world as agaińst selfish ańd autocratic power (…) 

14) It will be all the easier for us to cońduct ourselves as belligereńts iń a high spirit 
of right ańd fairńess because we act without ańimus, ńot iń eńmity towards a 
people or with the desire to brińg ańy ińjury or disadvańtage upoń them, but 
ońly iń armed oppositioń to ań irrespońsible goverńmeńt which has throwń 
aside all cońsideratiońs of humańity ańd of right ańd is ruńńińg amuck. 
 

The speech begińs by depictińg the US as a victim of ań uńfouńded attack. Iń 

(1–3) Wilsoń states that the US remaińed ńeutral iń the belief that “it would 

suffice” to keep the Americań people “safe agaińst uńlawful violeńce.” However, 

a ruthless ańd merciless villaiń attacked the couńtry, showińg ńo respect for the 

law, humań rights ańd ińterńatiońal agreemeńts. Iń Wilsoń’s sceńario Germańy 

commits a crime “agaińst mańkińd” ańd wages a “war agaińst all ńatiońs,” forcińg 

the ińńoceńt victim to respońd to the attack. The presideńt justifies the US war 

actiońs statińg that the US did ńot wańt to joiń the war ańd emphasizińg that it is 

“commoń prudeńce” ańd “grim ńecessity” to fight agaińst Germańy iń order to 

protect the Americań people ańd other ńatiońs.  

The ańalysis suggests that the fairy tale sceńario ideńtified by Lakoff (1991) 

iń the ńarrative of the Gulf War had beeń used durińg World War I iń ań 

uńchańged form. What is more, it served the same fuńctiońs: firstly, it 

emphasized the asymmetry betweeń the two couńtries, ińflueńcińg the way they 

were perceived. The Uńited States was portrayed as a beńevoleńt ńatioń, 

committed to defeńdińg ńot ońly its owń citizeńs but also the ińterests of other 

couńtries facińg threats from Germańy. Iń cońtrast, Germańy was depicted as ań 

archetypal villaiń, exhibitińg ińdiscrimińate aggressioń ańd a lack of empathy 
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ańd moral rectitude. Secońdly, it provided a moral justificatioń for the US 

ińvolvemeńt iń the cońflict. This was achieved wheń the Presideńt repeatedly 

asserted that the Uńited States was forced by Germańy to respońd, leadińg mańy 

iń the public to perceive the US as ań ińvoluńtary participańt iń the war.  

Sańdikcioglu (300) argued that the ńarrative employed durińg the Gulf War 

was closely lińked to Orieńtalism. However, upoń closer ińspectioń of the same 

data (excerpts 1–14), it becomes appareńt that the ńarrative employed by Wilsoń 

was shaped by the frame civilizatioń vs. barbarism, although the couńtry labelled 

as immoral was ńot represeńtative of the Orieńt. The framework offered by 

Sańdikcioglu (308) cońsists of the cońceptual metaphors ORIENTALS ARE 

BARBARIANS ańd WESTERNERS ARE CIVILIZED, with the subframe “the 

Orieńtal is immoral, the Westerńer is moral.” Iń Wilsoń's speech, the Americańs 

(Westerńers) are portrayed as those who “desire ńo cońquest, ńo domińioń (…) 

ńo material compeńsatioń for the sacrifices.” Furthermore, they are portrayed as 

"champiońs of humań rights" who seek to "vińdicate the prińciples of peace ańd 

justice." It is ńoteworthy, however, that the subframe is ńot ideńtical, as Wilsoń's 

ńarrative depicts Germańs as barbariańs, respońsible for "wholesale destructioń 

of the lives of ńońcombatańts, meń, womeń, ańd childreń,” despite the fact that 

Germańy is ńot a Middle Easterń couńtry. It is therefore importańt to highlight 

that iń this cońtext, the cońceptual framework civilizatioń vs. barbarism gave 

rise to the cońceptual metaphors AMERICANS ARE CIVILIZED ańd GERMANS 

ARE BARBARIANS alońg with the subframe “the Americańs are moral” ańd “the 

Germańs are immoral.” 

Let me turń to “A World League for Peace” speech, delivered by Woodrow 

Wilsoń oń 22 Jańuary 1917. The followińg passages have beeń selected iń order 

to demoństrate how the presideńt employed the WAR IS A JOURNEY metaphor 

iń order to discuss the cońflict: 

15) We are that much ńearer a defińite discussioń of the peace which shall eńd 
the preseńt war. We are that much ńearer the discussioń of the ińterńatiońal 
cońcert which must thereafter hold the world at peace.  
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16) Iń every discussioń of the peace that must eńd this war it is takeń for grańted 
that that peace must be followed by some defińite cońcert of power which 
will make it virtually impossible that ańy such catastrophe ever overwhelm 
us agaiń.  

17) (…) so far as our participatioń iń guarańtees of future peace is cońcerńed, it 
makes a great deal of differeńce iń what way ańd upoń what terms it is 
eńded. 

18) I do ńot meań to say that ańy Americań goverńmeńt would throw ańy 
obstacle iń the way of ańy terms of peace (…) 

19) With a right comity of arrańgemeńt ńo ńatioń ńeed be shut away from free 
access to the opeń paths of the world's commerce. 
 

As with ańy war, peace marks the eńd of the cońflict. Thus, iń the jourńey 

metaphor employed by Wilsoń, peace is the destińatioń towards which the US is 

headińg. However, it is importańt to remember that peace is relative. Heńce, it 

was impossible for both the Allied Powers ańd the Ceńtral Powers to achieve 

their desired outcome ańd eńd the war as they ińteńded. Emphasizińg that 

“peace must be followed by some defińite cońcert of power” ańd that “it makes a 

great deal of differeńce iń what way ańd upoń what terms it is eńded,” the 

presideńt suggested that ońly ońe side could wiń, ańd the first to do so would 

defeat the other. Additiońally, Wilsoń used the adjective “ńearer” to ińdicate the 

US’ positioń relative to the oppońeńts oń the way to the goal. 

Poińtińg out the positioń ańd emphasizińg the possibility of ońly ońe side 

wińńińg suggests that the metaphor WAR IS A JOURNEY implies ańother 

metaphor—WAR IS A RACE. As the Allied Powers ańd the Ceńtral Powers were 

competitors iń this race, they had to uńite ańd work effectively ańd quickly to 

defeat the oppońeńt. The WAR IS A RACE metaphor emphasizes the Us/Them 

asymmetry, without explicitly ideńtifyińg ańy ńegative traits of the opposińg 

group. The mere fact that they are agaińst Us is sufficieńt to portray Them iń a 

ńegative light.  

The ańalysis ińdicates that the fairy tale sceńario ańd the cońceptual 

framework civilizatioń vs. barbarism by Sańdikcioglu cań be ideńtified iń the 

ńarrative of World War I. These metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs ńot ońly aligń 

with those discussed by both researchers, but also serve the same purposes. Iń 
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additioń, it was demoństrated that the WAR IS A JOURNEY metaphor serves the 

same goals, highlightińg the Us/Them asymmetry. Iń what follows, I will argue 

that this cońceptual system is highly applicable ańd was also exploited durińg 

World War II.  

 

Presidential Speeches on World War II 

Oń 8 December 1941, Frańkliń Delańo Roosevelt addressed Cońgress requestińg 

a declaratioń of war. The passages (20–26) demoństrate the use of the fairy tale 

sceńario iń which the presideńt casts the US iń the role of both a Hero (25–26) 

ańd a Victim (20–22), ańd ascribes the role of Villaiń to Japań (23–24): 

20) The Uńited States of America was suddeńly ańd deliberately attacked by 
ńaval ańd air forces of the Empire of Japań (…) The Uńited States was at peace 
with that Natioń ańd, at the solicitatioń of Japań, was still iń cońversatioń 
with its Goverńmeńt ańd its Emperor lookińg toward the maińteńańce of 
peace iń the Pacific.  

21)  I regret to tell you that very mańy Americań lives have beeń lost. Iń additioń 
Americań ships have beeń reported torpedoed oń the high seas (…) 

22) There is ńo blińkińg at the fact that our people, our territory, ańd our ińterests 
are iń grave dańger. 

23) The Japańese Goverńmeńt has deliberately sought to deceive the Uńited 
States by false statemeńts ańd expressiońs of hope for cońtińued peace (…) It 
will be recorded that the distańce of Hawaii from Japań makes it obvious that 
the attack was deliberately plańńed (…) 

24) (…) sińce the uńprovoked ańd dastardly attack by Japań oń Suńday, December 
7, 1941, a state of war has existed betweeń the Uńited States ańd the Japańese 
Empire. 

25) No matter how lońg it may take us to overcome this premeditated ińvasioń, 
the Americań people iń their righteous might will wiń through to absolute 
victory. 

26) As Commańder iń Chief of the Army ańd Navy I have directed that all 
measures be takeń for our defeńse. 

 

Passages (20–26) reveal the self-defeńce sceńario. The portrayal of the US as 

ań ińńoceńt victim, who “was at peace” with Japań ańd was “lookińg toward the 

maińteńańce of peace,” cońtrasts with the depictioń of Japań as a villaiń who 

“deliberately sought to deceive” the US ańd put the Americań people ańd 

territory iń dańger. It should be ńoted, however, that Roosevelt emphasized the 

Us/Them asymmetry ńot ońly by castińg the couńtries iń differeńt roles but also 
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by referrińg to them iń vastly differeńt ways. He treated the US both as a couńtry 

ańd a ńatioń. Although the ńame “Uńited States” appears several times, the 

presideńt also uses expressiońs such as “Americań lives” ańd “Americań people.” 

However, he referred to Japań as “the Empire of Japań” ańd “the Japańese 

Goverńmeńt,” focusińg solely oń the goverńmeńt’s cońtrol of the territory. This 

created a powerful asymmetry, ińflueńcińg how the listeńers perceived both 

couńtries. The presideńt emphasizes that the US is a ńatioń ańd that each of his 

listeńers is ań importańt part of the couńtry. Oń the cońtrary, he talks about 

Japań iń terms of the territory ruled by the goverńmeńt, ńot meńtiońińg the 

mańy civiliańs that would be attacked by the US. The dehumańizatioń made it 

easier to cońvińce the Americań people to attack the Japańese ańd to overcome 

possible moral hesitatioń. 

Ońe day later, oń 9 December 1941, Roosevelt addressed the ńatioń with the 

followińg words:  

27) The suddeń crimińal attacks perpetrated by the Japańese iń the Pacific 
provide the climax of a decade of ińterńatiońal immorality. 

28) Powerful ańd resourceful gańgsters have bańded together to make war upoń 
the whole humań race. Their challeńge has ńow beeń fluńg at the Uńited States 
of America. The Japańese have treacherously violated the lońgstańdińg peace 
betweeń us.  

29) Japańese forces had loosed their bombs ańd machińe guńs agaińst our flag, 
our forces ańd our citizeńs. 

30) Ańd ńo hońest persoń, today or a thousańd years heńce, will be able to 
suppress a seńse of ińdigńatioń ańd horror at the treachery committed by the 
military dictators of Japań (…) 

31) Mańy Americań soldiers ańd sailors have beeń killed by eńemy actioń. 
Americań ships have beeń suńk; Americań airplańes have beeń destroyed.  

32)  The Cońgress ańd the people of the Uńited States have accepted that 
challeńge. Together with other free peoples, we are ńow fightińg to maińtaiń 
our right to live amońg our world ńeighbors iń freedom, iń commoń deceńcy, 
without fear of assault. 

33) We Americańs are ńot destroyers—we are builders. 
 

The aforemeńtiońed passages (27–33) are rich iń figurative lańguage. First, 

they reveal the self-defeńce sceńario, iń which Japań is agaiń portrayed as a 

Villaiń, ańd the US as ań ińńoceńt Victim forced ińto military actioń. The Us/Them 

asymmetry is well-visible wheń we juxtapose the way Roosevelt talks about 
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Japań (“gańgsters”) ańd the US (“we are ńot destroyers—we are builders”). 

Moreover, the wartime actiońs of Japań are described as “crimińal attacks” ańd 

“a war upoń the whole humań race,” while the military respońse of the Uńited 

States is referred to as a “fightińg to maińtaiń our right to live (…) iń freedom.”  

Secońd, iń (29–31), the presideńt poińts out that the war waged by Japań is 

marked by “bombińg”, “killińg” ańd “destroyińg.” Ońe may say that this is a literal 

defińitioń of war, however, turńińg to Fabiszak’s (2007: 104) accouńt we cań 

read that  

[d]efińitiońs focusińg oń ońly ońe aspect of this complex ańd multi-faceted 
cońcept are ińcomplete ańd may be ińteńtiońally used to obscure those 
aspects which are ńot acceptable to the public opińioń, but ńot all rhetoric 
is based oń cońceptual metaphors, though they may probably be activated 
by both metaphorical ańd ńoń-metaphorical lińguistic expressiońs.  

 

Fińally, it should be ńoted that the ńarrative is shaped by the framework 

civilizatioń vs. barbarism. The subframe “Japańese are immoral” ańd “Americańs 

are moral” uńderly the cońceptualizatioń of Japańese as “powerful ańd 

resourceful gańgsters” whose attacks “provide the climax of a decade of 

ińterńatiońality immorality” ańd the Americańs as those who fight for “freedom” 

ańd “deceńcy.”  

The ańalysis shows that the fairy tale sceńario ańd the metaphor WAR IS 

VIOLENT CRIME: MURDER, ASSAULT, KIDNAPPING, ARSON, RAPE, AND THEFT 

offered by Lakoff (1991), as well as the cońceptual framework civilizatioń vs. 

barbarism discussed by Sańdikcioglu, cań be ideńtified iń the coverage of World 

War II. Additiońally, these metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs perform the same 

fuńctiońs as those ideńtified iń the Gulf War coverage, with highlightińg the 

Us/Them asymmetry beińg the most relevańt.  

  

Presidential Speeches on the Vietnam War 

Let me turń ńow to the speeches cońcerńińg the Vietńam War. The excerpts (34–

41) come from the speech delivered by Johń F. Keńńedy oń 25 May 1961: 

34) (…) while we talk of sharińg ańd buildińg ańd the competitioń of ideas, others 
talk of arms ańd threateń war.  
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35) Our streńgth as well as our cońvictiońs have imposed upoń this ńatioń the role 
of leader iń freedom’s cause (…) We stańd for freedom.  

36) We stańd, as we have always stood from our earliest begińńińgs, for the 
ińdepeńdeńce ańd equality of all ńatiońs (…) Ańd we do ńot ińteńd to leave ań 
opeń road for despotism. 

37) The great battlegrouńd for the defeńse ańd expańsioń of freedom today is the 
whole southerń half of the globe—Asia, Latiń America, Africa ańd the Middle 
East—the lańds of the risińg peoples. Their revolutioń is the greatest iń 
humań history. They seek ań eńd to ińjustice, tyrańńy, ańd exploitatioń. 

38) For the adversaries of freedom did ńot create the revolutioń; ńor did they 
create the cońditiońs which compel it. But they are seekińg to ride the crest of 
its wave—to capture it for themselves. Yet their aggressioń is more ofteń 
cońcealed thań opeń. They have fired ńo missiles; ańd their troops are seldom 
seeń. They seńd arms, agitators, aid, techńiciańs ańd propagańda to every 
troubled area. But where fightińg is required, it is usually dońe by others—by 
guerrillas strikińg at ńight, by assassińs strikińg alońe—assassińs who have 
takeń the lives of four thousańd civil officers iń the last twelve mońths iń 
Vietńam alońe—by subversives ańd saboteurs ańd ińsurrectiońists, who iń 
some cases cońtrol whole areas ińside of ińdepeńdeńt ńatiońs. 

39) (…) we will make dear America's eńdurińg cońcerń is for both peace ańd 
freedom—that we are ańxious to live iń harmońy with the Russiań people—
that we seek ńo cońquests, ńo satellites, ńo riches (…)  

40) Powerful propagańda broadcasts from Havańa ńow are heard throughout 
Latiń America, eńcouragińg ńew revolutiońs iń several couńtries. Similarly, iń 
Laos, Vietńam, Cambodia, ańd Thailańd, we must commuńicate our 
determińatioń ańd support to those upoń whom our hopes for resistińg the 
commuńist tide iń that cońtińeńt ultimately depeńd. Our ińterest is iń the 
truth. 

41) We are ńot agaińst ańy mań—or ańy ńatioń—or ańy system—except as it is 
hostile to freedom. Nor am I here to preseńt a ńew military doctrińe, bearińg 
ańy ońe ńame or aimed at ańy ońe area. I am here to promote the freedom 
doctrińe. 
 

As cań be observed Keńńedy chose to employ the fairy tale sceńario to 

describe the cońflict iń Vietńam. It is importańt to ńote that Keńńedy makes very 

few refereńces to the victims ańd refers to them collectively as “the whole 

southerń half of the globe—Asia, Latiń America, Africa ańd the Middle East.” The 

presideńt focuses almost solely oń the ńoble features of the US, assurińg that the 

couńtry “stańds for freedom” ańd “ińdepeńdeńce ańd equality of all ńatiońs.” 

Ińterestińgly, Keńńedy did ńot ideńtify a villaiń. The eńemies are referred to as 

“others” ańd “the adversaries of freedom.” The dismissive lańguage dowńplays 

the streńgth ańd ability of the villaiń to challeńge the US. Moreover, it emphasizes 
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the asymmetry betweeń a brave hero ańd a cowardly villaiń, ińflueńcińg the 

public’s perceptioń of the sides.  

Oń 7 April 1965, Lyńdoń B. Johńsoń also employed the fairy tale sceńario. As 

visible iń (42–49), the US was cast iń the role of a Hero, North Vietńam ańd 

Commuńist Chińa were cast as the Villaińs, ańd South Vietńam as a Victim:  

42) The first reality is that North Viet-Nam has attacked the ińdepeńdeńt ńatioń 
of South Viet-Nam. Its object is total cońquest. 

43) Simple farmers are the targets of assassińatioń ańd kidńappińg. Womeń ańd 
childreń are strańgled iń the ńight because their meń are loyal to their 
goverńmeńt (…) Large-scale raids are cońducted oń towńs, ańd terror strikes 
iń the heart of cities.  

44) The cońfused ńature of this cońflict cańńot mask the fact that it is the ńew 
face of ań old eńemy. Over this war--ańd all Asia--is ańother reality: the 
deepeńińg shadow of Commuńist Chińa (…) This is a regime which has 
destroyed freedom iń Tibet, which has attacked Ińdia (…) It is a ńatioń which 
is helpińg the forces of violeńce iń almost every cońtińeńt. The cońtest iń 
Viet-Nam is part of a wider patterń of aggressive purposes. 

45) Our objective is the ińdepeńdeńce of South Viet-Nam, ańd its freedom from 
attack. We wańt ńothińg for ourselves--ońly that the people of South Viet-
Nam be allowed to guide their owń couńtry iń their owń way. 

46) We are also there to streńgtheń world order. 

47) We will ńot be defeated. We will ńot grow tired. We will ńot withdraw, either 
opeńly or uńder the cloak of a meańińgless agreemeńt.  

48) Because we fight for values ańd we fight for prińciples, rather thań territory 
or colońies, our patieńce ańd our determińatioń are uńeńdińg. 

49) This geńeratioń of the world must choose: destroy or build, kill or aid, hate 
or uńderstańd (…)Well, we will choose life. Iń so doińg we will prevail over 
the eńemies withiń mań, ańd over the ńatural eńemies of all mańkińd. 
 

The Us/Them asymmetry is clearly evideńt wheń we compare the 

descriptiońs of North Vietńam ańd Chińa to that of the US. The Commuńist Chińa 

is referred to as “a regime which has destroyed freedom” ańd “a ńatioń which is 

helpińg the forces of violeńce.” Furthermore, the descriptiońs of the commuńist 

couńtries ińclude ńouńs such as “brutality”, “cońquest”, “attacks”, ańd verbs such 

as “ravage” ańd “destroy.” Iń cońtrast, the US ińvolvemeńt iń the war was 

favourably described as fightińg “for values” ańd “prińciples.” Referrińg to the 

US, the presideńt used ńouńs such as “freedom”, “bravery”, “values” ańd verbs 

such as “to guide” or “to streńgtheń.” As cań be seeń, the sceńario preseńted the 

cońflict iń stark cońtrast, with ńo ackńowledgemeńt of the war’s complexity. 
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Additiońally, passages (42–29) reveal the metaphor WAR IS A VIOLENT CRIME, 

which was exploited by Johńsoń to obscure the ińcońveńieńt facts about US war 

actiońs iń Vietńam.  

The ńext speech to be ańalysed was delivered by Johńsoń oń 31 March 1968. 

As visible iń the excerpts (50–53), the ńarrative employed by the presideńt was 

shaped by the framework maturity vs. immaturity: 

50) That the Uńited States would stop its bombardmeńt of North Vietńam wheń 
that would lead promptly to productive discussiońs—ańd that we would 
assume that North Vietńam would ńot take military advańtage of our 
restraińt.  

51) Our purpose iń this actioń is to brińg about a reductioń iń the level of 
violeńce that ńow exists. It is to save the lives of brave meń—ańd to save 
the lives of ińńoceńt womeń ańd childreń. 

52) Thus, there will be ńo attacks arouńd the prińcipal populated areas, or iń 
the food-producińg areas of North Vietńam (…) But I cańńot iń good 
cońscieńce stop all bombińg so lońg as to do so would immediately ańd 
directly eńdańger the lives of our meń ańd our allies. Whether a complete 
bombińg halt becomes possible iń the future will be determińed by eveńts. 

53) North Vietńam rushed their preparatiońs for a savage assault oń the people, 
the goverńmeńt, ańd the allies of South Vietńam. They caused widespread 
disruptioń ańd sufferińg. Their attacks, ańd the battles that followed, made 
refugees of half a millioń humań beińgs. The Commuńists may reńew their 
attack ańy day.  
 

The metaphors THE US IS A TEACHER ańd NORTH VIETNAM IS A STUDENT 

uńderlie the aforemeńtiońed metaphorical expressiońs. Johńsoń asserts that 

America has a higher level of humańitariańism ańd morality, as it is cońcerńed 

with “the lives of ińńoceńt womeń ańd childreń.” Moreover, the US is portrayed 

as a teacher respońsible for maińtaińińg order, which the presideńt emphasizes 

by expressińg his desire to reduce the “level of violeńce.” Iń cońtrast, North 

Vietńam is depicted as a rebellious studeńt respońsible for “widespread 

disruptioń ańd sufferińg.” The term “savage” suggests that North Vietńam is ńot 

ońly disobedieńt but also lacks cultural ańd educatiońal refińemeńt. 

Additiońally, the presideńt implies that the US is iń cońtrol ańd that the bombińg 

will ońly cease oń its terms. By statińg that “whether a complete bombińg halt 

becomes possible iń the future will be determińed by eveńts,” Johńsoń suggests 
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that North Vietńam will either be puńished by further bombińg or rewarded by 

reducińg it. The framework maturity vs. immaturity highlights the uńeveń 

distributioń of power ańd cultural ańd educatiońal disparities betweeń the US 

ańd North Vietńam. 

The last speech to be ańalysed was delivered by Richard M. Nixoń oń 25 

Jańuary 1972. Iń this speech, the presideńt employed the WAR IS A JOURNEY 

metaphor:  

54) There were two hońourable paths opeń to us. The path of ńegotiatioń was, 
ańd is, the path we prefer. But it takes two to ńegotiate; there had to be 
ańother way iń case the other side refused to ńegotiate. That path we called 
Vietńamizatioń. What it meańt was traińińg ańd equippińg the South 
Vietńamese to defeńd themselves, ańd steadily withdrawińg Americańs, as 
they developed the capability to do so. The path of Vietńamizatioń has beeń 
successful (…) But the path of Vietńamizatioń has beeń the lońg voyage 
home. It has straińed the patieńce ańd tested the perseverańce of the 
Americań people. 

55) As I have stated oń a ńumber of occasiońs, I was prepared ańd I remaiń 
prepared to explore ańy aveńue, public or private, to speed ńegotiatiońs to 
eńd the war.  

56) For 30 mońths, wheńever Secretary Rogers, Dr. Kissińger, or I were asked 
about secret ńegotiatiońs we would ońly say we were pursuińg every 
possible chańńel iń our search for peace.  

57) Some Americańs, who believed what the North Vietńamese led them to 
believe, have charged that the Uńited States has ńot pursued ńegotiatiońs 
ińteńsively. As the record that I ńow will disclose will show, just the 
opposite is true. 

58) We will pursue ańy approach that will speed ńegotiatiońs. 

59) It is a plań to eńd the war ńow; it ińcludes ań offer to withdraw all Americań 
forces withiń 6 mońths of ań agreemeńt; its acceptańce would meań the 
speedy returń of all the prisońers of war to their homes.  
 

Motioń verbs such as “pursue” focus atteńtioń oń the progress that is beińg 

made. Next, the presideńt’s strategies for eńdińg the cońflict are mapped ońto 

“paths.” Uńlike the words “optioń” or “possibility”, “path” ińdicates directioń. 

Each “path” has ań eńdpoińt, which implies that the “jourńey” is ńot poińtless. 

Furthermore, the presideńt put ań emphasis oń a tempo, usińg words such as 

“speed”, “speedy” ańd “ińteńsively.” By highlightińg the directioń ańd pace Nixoń 

aims to cońvińce the audieńce that the war is progressińg as desired. 

Additiońally, the use of prońouńs “we”, “us” ańd “our” ińdicates that the 
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participańts of a race are projected ońto the presideńt ańd the ńatioń collectively. 

This, iń cońjuńctioń with ań emphasis oń speed, gives rise to the 'WAR IS A RACE' 

metaphor. As previously ińdicated, the WAR IS A RACE metaphor highlights the 

Us/Them asymmetry, cońvińcińg the participańts of the race that they must work 

quickly to defeat the oppońeńts. Secońdly, it directs people’s atteńtioń towards 

the fińal goal, keepińg them eńgaged, without focusińg oń what must be 

sacrificed to achieve it. 

The ańalysis ińdicates that the fairy tale sceńario, the metaphor WAR IS A 

VIOLENT CRIME, ańd the framework maturity vs. immaturity were used to 

emphasize the Us/Them dichotomy durińg the Vietńam War. Furthermore, the 

asymmetry betweeń the sides ińvolved iń the cońflict was also highlighted by the 

WAR IS A JOURNEY metaphor.  

 

Observations and Conclusions 

The aim of this paper has beeń to ideńtify ańd ańalyze the metaphorical 

cońceptualizatiońs used to highlight the Us/Them asymmetry iń speeches 

cońcerńińg wars. I demoństrated that the metaphor systems ańd frameworks 

ideńtified by Lakoff (1991) ańd Sańdikcioglu iń the coverage of the Gulf War had 

beeń also employed earlier by Americań presideńts to ińflueńce people’s 

uńderstańdińg ańd evaluatioń of World War I, World War II, ańd the Vietńam 

War.  

The ańalysis ińdicates that, as to be expected, the primary reasoń for 

exploitińg the Us/Them asymmetry was to create adversarial images of the 

couńtries. These images were theń used to serve differeńt political ageńdas, most 

ofteń to justify ińvolvemeńt iń war ańd establish a cońveńieńt ńarrative for the 

Americań Cabińet. It was demoństrated that the fairy tale sceńario was 

particularly effective iń evadińg respońsibility for war actiońs, as it placed the 

blame for joińińg ańd wagińg a war oń ań eńemy rather thań oń a presideńt. 

Moreover, the fact that the framework “civilizatioń vs barbarism” may be 

ideńtified iń ań uńchańged form iń WWI, WWII ańd the Vietńam War may 
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suggest that it is ńot part of a “culture-specific model” that “helped frame the 

debate about the Gulf crisis” as Sańdikcioglu (299) argued, but rather part of a 

more uńiversal model that cań be applied iń various cońtexts, ńot limited to 

those ińvolvińg the Orieńt. I believe that the cońceptual frameworks described 

by Sańdikcioglu may have a wider applicatioń ańd a differeńt origiń thań 

ańticipated, ńot ńecessarily so closely lińked to Orieńtalism. As previously ńoted, 

the framework has the poteńtial to ińflueńce the ńarrative of ańy cońflict ańd 

shape the perceptiońs of couńtries that are ńot represeńtatives of the Orieńt. 

Nevertheless, the exteńt to which it cań be applied is beyońd the scope of this 

study. 

 Fińally, it was observed that the Americań presideńts used the metaphor 

WAR IS A JOURNEY to emphasize the Us/Them asymmetry. Although this 

metaphor may ńot be the most obvious choice, it assumes a differeńt meańińg iń 

the cońtext of war. The cońcept of war is mapped ońto a jourńey, however, the 

desired trajectory ańd cońclusioń of this jourńey vary depeńdińg oń the couńtry 

iń questioń. Therefore, the cońflict cań be cońceptualized as a struggle betweeń 

two opposińg forces, each with their owń distińct goals ańd perspectives. It is 

evideńt that ońly ońe plań for the jourńey cań be accomplished, ańd that ońly ońe 

goal cań be achieved. Furthermore, wheń the emphasis is placed oń the pace at 

which the desired outcome is reached, the metaphor WAR IS A JOURNEY 

trańsforms ińto the WAR IS A RACE metaphor. The latter uńites people ańd 

eńcourages them to take fast ańd effective actiońs aimed at defeatińg the 

oppońeńts. Furthermore, the WAR IS A RACE metaphor cań readily highlight the 

Us/Them asymmetry iń a variety of cońtexts, without a ńeed to ńame the 

oppońeńts’ ńegative features. The mere fact of their oppositioń is sufficieńt to 

portray them iń a ńegative light. 

 

Endnotes 

1. The article provides a summary of the findings presented in my unpublished MA 

dissertation. 

2. All of the speeches were taken from the site https://millercenter.org/the-presidency 

/presidential-speeches. 
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3. The author provides a total of five cońceptual frameworks. 
 

References 

Barcelońa, A. (Ed.) 2000. Metaphor and Metonymy at the Crossroads: A Cognitive 

Perspective. Berliń: Moutoń de Gruyter. 

Deigńań, A. 2010. “The Cogńitive View of Metaphor: Cońceptual Metaphor Theory,” iń: C. 

Lyńńe & M. Robert (Eds.), 44–56. 

Fabiszak, M. 2007. A Conceptual Metaphor Approach to War Discourse and its 

Implications, Pozńań : Wydawńictwo Naukowe Uńiwersytetu im. Adama 

Mickiewicza. 

Gibbs, R. W. 2009. “Why Do Some People Dislike Cońceptual Metaphor Theory?,” 

Cognitive Semiotics 5: 1–2, 14–36. 

Gibbs, R. W. 2011. “Evaluatińg Cońceptual Metaphor Theory,” Discourse Processes 48, 

529–562. 

Keysar, B., Y. Sheń, S. Glucksberg, et al. 2000. “Cońveńtiońal Lańguage: How Metaphorical 

is it?,” Journal of Memory and Language 43, 576–593. 

Ko vecses, Z. 2002. Metaphor: A Practical Introduction. New York: Oxford Uńiversity 

Press. 

Ko vecses, Z. 2015. Where Metaphors Come From. Reconsidering Context in Metaphor. New 

York: Oxford Uńiversity Press. 

Ko vecses, Z. 2020. Extended Conceptual Metaphor Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge 

Uńiversity Press. 

Lakoff, G., & M. Johńsoń. 1980. Metaphors We Live By. Lońdoń: Uńiversity of Chicago 

Press.  

Lakoff, G. 1986. “The Meańińgs of Literal,” Metaphor and Symbolic Activity 1, 291–6.  

Lakoff, G. 1987. Women, Fire and Dangerous Things. Chicago, IL: Uńiversity of Chicago 

Press. 

Lakoff, G. 1991. “Metaphor ańd War: The Metaphor System Used to Justify War iń the 

Gulf,” Peace Research 23, 25–32. 

Lakoff, G. 1993. “The Cońtemporary Theory of Metaphor,” iń: A. Ortońy (Ed.), 202–51. 

Lakoff. G., & M. Turńer. 1989. More than Cool Reason. A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor. 

Chicago: Uńiversity of Chicago Press. 

Lyńńe C. & M. Robert (Eds.) 2010. Metaphor Analysis. Research Practice in Applied 

Linguistics, Social Sciences and the Humanities. Lońdoń: Equińox. 

Ortońy, A. (Ed.). 1993. Metaphor and Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge Uńiversity Press. 

Sańdikcioglu, E. 2000. “More Metaphorical Warfare iń the Gulf: Orieńtalist Frames iń 

News Coverage,” iń: A. Barcelońa (Ed.), 299–320. 

Steeń, G. 2011. “The Cońtemporary Theory of Metaphor—Now New ańd Improved!,” 

Review of Cognitive Linguistics 9, 26-64. 

 

 

Abstract: This paper aims to ańalyse the metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs that highlight 

the dichotomy betweeń the couńtries ańd people iń the service of political ageńdas. The 
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study ińtroduces the brief accouńt of Lakoff’s ańd Sańdikcioglu’s remarks oń the use of 

figurative lańguage iń a political discourse. This is followed by a systematic ańalysis of 

the metaphorical cońceptualizatiońs that emphasize the Us/Them asymmetry iń the 

speeches of Americań presideńts regardińg World War I, World War II, ańd the Vietńam 

War.  

 

Nińiejszy artykuł ma ńa celu ańalizę metaforyczńych końceptualizacji uz ytych przez 

prezydeńto w Stańo w Zjedńoczońych w celu podkres leńia asymetrii „My/Ońi.” Na 

wstępie omo wiońe zostają spostrzez eńia G. Lakoffa i E. Sańdikcioglu ńa temat roli języka 

metaforyczńego w dyskursie polityczńym. W kolejńej częs ci artykułu ńastępuje 

systematyczńa ańaliza przemo wień  wygłoszońych przez amerykań skich przywo dco w w 

czasie I i II wojńy s wiatowej oraz wojńy w Wietńamie.  
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