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Abstract 

 

This thesis investigates how and why various Iraqi and Lebanese politicians and 

laypeople account for the armed conflicts, which they have been living through, and 

the involved sides of these conflicts. In both of these countries people have been 

exposed to major international and civil wars. Both nations are also cosmopolitan 

societies that contain multiple ethnic, racial, and religious groups, which make the 

issue of identity of great importance.  

How wars should be examined is a subject of much debate within 

psychology. On the one hand, the majority of psychological studies of war rest upon 

the assumption that war is primarily a destructive experience. Thus, the focus has 

been traditionally on investigating lasting psychopathological effects of war. A Large 

number of previous studies have reported that a significant segment of people who 

were exposed to the experience of war developed psychological problems, especially 

post traumatic stress disorder. On the other hand, a growing number of psychology 

researchers contend that most people maintain their psychological equilibrium in the 

face of almost all types of traumatic experiences, including war-related affairs. These 

researchers have shifted the focus toward examining and explaining this finding. 

Within this vigorous debate, limited attention has been paid to the question of how 

and why people account for their experiences as well as the various aspects of war in 

their own words. Currently, a limited number of studies indicate that people can and 

do present the same war in significantly different ways, as a means to attain certain 

ends. 

Furthermore, a significant body of research suggests that people’s collective 

identities play an important role in relation to their understandings, descriptions, 

preferences and behaviours in relation to war. The war rhetoric is also reported as an 

important issue that can influence the people’s understanding of war, as well as war’s 

course of events. Hence, through adopting a discursive psychological approach to 

analysis, this thesis examines several important issues simultaneously. Accounts of 

the wars and collective identities are approached as communicative resources that are 

constructed and deployed as a means to accomplish social actions. 

 This thesis examines, specifically, how different Iraqi laypeople and 

politicians construct the 2003 American and Allies intervention in Iraq, with focus on 



 3 

collective identity. It also examines how various Lebanese construe the events of the 

2006 war and the civil strife that occurred during and afterward this war. The data is 

taken from three sources. The first one is represented by semi-structured interviews 

conducted in Lebanon in October 2006. The second source is TV interviews 

conducted and broadcasted live with Iraqi politicians and decision makers in the 

period from 2003 to 2008 and with Lebanese politicians from 2006 to 2008. The 

third source is an open-ended question distributed in Basra City, Iraq in May 2005 as 

part of an extensive questionnaire.  

This study has several practical and theoretical implications to psychology in 

general and in particular to the study of armed conflicts. The first contribution is 

highlighting the importance of analysing laypeople’s rhetorical accounts of wars, as 

directly involved people can and do present surprisingly different discourses from the 

outsiders’. I argue that to gain a realistic and applicable understanding of the 

discourse of war, its function and its potential implications, it is necessary to study 

the general public’s versions of such experience in addition to the elite’s discourses. 

The analysis shows that different participants have constructed different action-

oriented accounts of the same war. Within these various accounts the participants 

invoked and incorporated a number of different stimulating notions, such as dignity, 

nationalism, religion, resilience and victory as part of the rational of the war. These 

accounts have important practical and discursive functions, such as establishing, 

warranting, rejecting, and promoting specific views of the war, the involved sides, 

and the appropriate course of action. Secondly, this study contributes to the 

theoretical understanding of the role of rhetorical collective identity during armed 

conflicts. The analysis shows that collective identities attain their meanings and their 

functions from, by, and through the accounts they are situated within. Thirdly, the 

findings of this thesis highlight the complex and consequential role of rhetorical 

accounts in relation to wars and to violence and the relevance of qualitative analysis. 

I argue that discourse of war can obscure its destructive effects, which in turn can 

contribute to maintaining people’s psychological equilibrium but, also, prolong the 

conflict. Thus, exposing the rhetorical strategies that legitimate war and warrant 

killing other people can be an important step toward making war unconditionally 

morally unacceptable.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

 

 

“I can’t bear the thought of many hundreds of millions of people dying in agony only 

and solely because the rulers of the world are stupid and wicked and I can’t bear it”. 

(Bertrand Russell, BBC interview, 1959) 

 

Wars are fought with words as much as with force. Since the time of Cicero 

philosophers, religious leaders, theorists, politicians, and decision-makers have 

created various rationalises for war (see Bell, 2009; Burke, 2004; Oddo, 2011; 

Phillips, 2009; Regan, 1996). War is one of the exceedingly destructive yet long-

lasting collective human institutions that is described, explained, and rationalised 

chiefly through rhetoric. The existence of an armed conflict devoid of conflicting 

discourses is simply unimaginable. Rhetorical accounts play an essential role in 

setting the ground for, instigating, continuing, and extinguishing armed conflicts (see 

Des Forges, 2007; Glenny, 1992; Regan, 1996; Thompson, 2007). Discursive schools 

argue that rhetoric is not a reflection of what people think, rather people construct 

certain discourses within their talk-in-interaction as a way to perform specific social 

actions such as blaming, accusing, and warranting (see Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; 

Billig, 1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992, 2003; Edwards, 2005; Pomerantz, 1978; 

Potter, 1996, 2005; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Sacks, 1992; Schegloff, 1999; 

Wetherell et al., 2001; Widdicombe & Wooffitt, 1995; Widdicombe, 1998). This 

thesis examines lay and political discursive accounts of the armed conflicts that took 

place in Iraq in the period from 18
th

 March 2003 to August 2008 and in Lebanon 

from 12
th

 July to 14
th

 August 2006 and the civil clashes that took place in Lebanon in 

the period from 7
th

 to 11
th

 May 2008. I investigate how the examined individuals, 

Iraqi and Lebanese, convey the armed conflicts which they have lived through in 

their own words, and what the discursive goals behind these narratives are. I examine 

how and why people rhetorically attend to the various aspects, events and people in 

relation to the wars, which they have been living through.  

Through analysing several lay and political accounts of the wars in Iraq and 

Lebanon I discuss two influential and profound presuppositions in psychology as 
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well as several other disciplines. The first presupposition is the conventional 

characterisation of war as an idiosyncratically adverse experience that is expected to 

cause lasting effects on people’s psychological, mental, behavioural and social 

capabilities. This precise understanding has influenced the perception and handling 

of war across a range of various scientific fields, particularly in health studies, 

sociology, political science and psychology. On the basis of this characterisation a 

significant number of researchers have been focusing on characterising, detecting 

and predicting pathological effects of wars. For example, Muldoon and Downes 

carried out their study on post-traumatic stress symptoms (PTSD) under the 

hypothesis that “war and political conflict have grave consequences” (1997, p. 146). 

This notion has been treated as an established, self-evident fact. It functions as the 

very premise of the study. Moreover, they describe the targeted population of the 

study as “post-conflict Northern Ireland”. The use of the description “post-conflict” 

to portray Northern Ireland is an indicator of the way these researchers perceive the 

war and its effects.  

Since the Second World War, an enormous body of studies has been 

dedicated to examining various negative effects of wars on people. Researchers have 

examined civilians, children, females and soldiers, one of the main goals being to 

establish what pathological reactions are associated with the war and which group of 

the population is more vulnerable (e.g., Albertyn, Bicker, Millar & Rode, 2003; 

Ajdukovic, 1998; Begic & Mcdonald, 2006; Clarke et al., 1993; Miller et al., 2002; 

Thabet, Tawahina, Sarraj& Vostanis, 2008; Thulesius & Hakansson, 1999; Weine et 

al., 1995, 1998; Witmer & Culver, 2001). This approach has been extended to study 

experiences that are considered to be analogous to the experience of war in terms of 

containing “traumatic” events, in particular terrorist attacks, violent crimes, car 

accidents and natural disasters (North et al., 1999; 2005; O’Donnel, Creamer & 

Pattison, 2004; Orth, Foa & Maercker, 2008; Schlenger et al., 2005; Ursano, 

Fullerton, Vance & Kao, 1999). The overall findings of this sort of studies are 

inconsistent and even contrasting (cf. Baker, Menard & Johns, 1989; Beiser & 

Fleming, 1986; Chung & Singer, 1995; Clarke et al., 1993; Dvoredsky & Cooley, 

1985; Phifer, 1990; Gan and Solomon, 1987). On one hand, a large number of 

studies indicate that there is a positive correlation between the experience of war and 
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the development of specific pathological disorders (see for example, Ajdukovic, 

1998; Dybdahl, 2001; Smith, Perrin, Yule & Rabe-Hesketh, 2001). On the other 

hand, the results of several studies did not show any significant differences between 

people who have been in war and others who have not. For instance, Hotopf et al. 

(2006) conducted a comprehensive study that compared 4,722 British soldiers who 

served in Iraq to 5,550 soldiers who did not serve. The researchers examined 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, common mental disorders, general 

wellbeing, physical symptoms, fatigue and alcohol consumption in the two samples. 

The results showed a slight increase in negative symptoms, but no major differences 

between the two groups of soldiers were detected. Currently, there is universal 

agreement among psychologists that the majority of people who experience war will 

not develop major psychological or mental disorders. Nonetheless, thus far there is 

no conclusive theory that explains the significant differences in people’s reactions 

toward armed conflict. Summerfield, (1999) argued that the current focus on the 

psychopathological aspects of wars is unjustified and can be even destructive in 

terms of constructing people as having psychological problems. In the literature 

review (chapter 2) I examine in more detail the results of some of the psychological 

studies already mentioned. Hence, it is worth taking a step back and questioning the 

long taken-for-granted presupposition of war as only a negative experience. In this 

thesis I do not presuppose a specific nature of war. I do not assume that it is negative 

or positive; rather I collect and analyse accounts which individuals built to portray 

their experiences of the wars.  

The second profound presupposition I discuss through analysing accounts of 

war is the traditional explanation of the relationship between collective identity and 

war. This understanding is based on the traditional social psychology 

conceptualisation of collective identity, which crystallised in Henri Tajfel’s social 

identity theory (SIT) (1978, 1981) and its cognitive extension of self-categorization 

theory (SCT) (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, & Wetherell, 1987; Turner, 1991). In these 

theories, collective identity is established as a universal, self-evident and stable entity 

that retains a significant influence over the interactions that occur between people in 

specific situations. According to this understanding collective identity is a salient 

internal entity that is activated by external situations in which people behave as 
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group members rather than individuals. This understanding has been drawn upon to 

inform studies in political science, sociology and social psychology that examined 

armed conflicts (e.g., Crnobrnja, 1996; Finney, 2002; Hammack, 2006; Huntington, 

1996).  

Within psychology, several studies propose that collective identity influences 

our perception and hence reaction to stressful situations (see Haslam, 2004; Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1984). According to Branscombe, Schmitt and Harvey, (1999) Haslam 

(2004) Haslam et al., (2005) Haslam and Reicher (2006) people’s appraisal of a 

specific event as being stressful or not is influenced by their collective identity. 

These researchers among others argue that people are more likely to consider a 

certain situation as adverse if it affects people of a similar collective identity, or is 

presented as doing so.    

Furthermore, a significant number of studies of war across different fields are 

based on the idea that in conflicts the fighting sides have different salient collective 

identities. The collective identity is conceived to play a dual role within conflicts. On 

one hand, it unites the people who have shared identity, in-group members. On the 

other hand, it differentiates people who have different collective identities, the in-

group members from members of the out-group members (e.g., Barth, 1969; Gartzke 

& Gleditsch, 2006; Hardin, 1995; Hechter, 1987; Wendt, 1992, 1994). Researchers 

influenced by this understanding assume that the collective identities of the fighting 

parties in any war are a self-evident fact that affects people’s interaction with each 

other. Collective identity is treated as one of the main causes of conflicts between 

people.   

A number of researchers have shown that this traditional understanding of 

collective identity and its application to armed conflicts have several significant 

practical and theoretical shortcomings. On the theoretical side, Potter and Wetherell 

(1987) criticised the traditional social psychology understandings of identity, 

indicating that it treats the process of categorisation as inflexible and mechanistic. A 

significant number of researchers argue that collective identity should be investigated 

as something that we produce rather than what we are (see Billig, 1995; Edwards & 

Potter, 1992, 2003; Edwards, 2005; Hollway, 2005a; Pomerantz, 1978; Potter, 1996; 

Sacks, 1992; Widdicombe, 1998). According to this understanding, rhetorical 
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collective identity is a discursive means which we build and use to reach desired 

ends, rather than being an end in itself. Thus, people construct, modify, assume, 

negate, negotiate and deploy various collective identities as part of their daily social 

interaction with each other.  

On the practical side, several studies of armed conflicts have shown that the 

social identity within armed conflicts is a complex and important issue that should be 

a topic of study. Herrera indicates that “the categories involved in a conflict should 

not be taken for granted, since different parties to the conflict may have different 

ideas of what the sides in the conflict actually are” (2003, p. 28). Furthermore, 

studies conducted by Edwards and Potter (1993), Herrera (2003), Lomsky-Feder 

(1995), Oddo (2011), and Leudar, Marsland and Nekavapil (2004) have 

demonstrated that different people in conflicts produce various accounts of the same 

conflict, particularly in terms of the collective identities of the involved groups and 

the meaning of these collective identities.  

It has been argued that the nature and the effects of collective identity within 

armed conflict is an influx matter which can change significantly within the course of 

the conflict (see Herrera, 2003; Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004; Stevenson, 

Condor & Abell, 2007). For example, Sokolovic (1995) reports that during the 

Bosnian War, which is predominantly described as an ethnic war between Serbs and 

Muslims, a number of Serbian soldiers were throwing un-activated grenades at their 

enemies, Bosnian Muslims, with messages saying: “This is all I can do for you” or 

“We are not all the same” or “I wish to come back on your side”. Moreover, he 

indicates that thousands of Serbs deserted and refused to fight, and hundreds of 

thousands of Serbs left the areas that were under their “own” authority and “went all 

over the world” (1995, p. 119). In addition, several studies have indicated that people 

build rhetorical collective identities through affiliations with entities and notions 

such as region, patriotism, religion, regime, the flag, the monarchy, etc, rather than 

with other individuals (e.g. Condor, 1996a; 1996b; 1997a; 1997b, 2006; Condor & 

Abell, 2007). Furthermore, they showed that these collective identities perform 

several discursive functions, such as supporting specific sides, denouncing specific 

practices, and dealing with the issue of responsibility.   

Consequently, in this thesis I deal with collective identity as a topic for 
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investigation. I analyse how and why Iraqi and Lebanese people who have been in 

armed conflicts categorise themselves and/or others, as well as how they deal with 

issues of collective identities in their accounts of the armed conflicts. I show that in 

contrast to Social Identity and Self-Categorization Theories, politicians and 

laypeople construct collective identities for themselves and others as discursive 

means that have deleterious as well as constructive effects in relation to war. 

 

Overview of the thesis 

 

In chapter 2, I review the relevant literature by discussing five topics that are related 

to the question of the thesis: modern armed conflict, psychological studies of armed 

conflicts, the relationship between armed conflicts and collective identity, theories of 

identity and their relationship to armed conflicts, and discursive understandings of 

war through rhetorical accounts. In general, psychological studies of war have been 

limited mainly to the potential psychopathological reactions of the armed. Although 

a limited number of researchers have examined political accounts of war, the ways in 

which politicians construct and employ armed conflicts warrants further 

investigation. Moreover, laypeople’s accounts of armed conflicts have never been 

analysed as social actions.   

 In chapter 3, I present the methodology of the thesis. I discuss the analytical 

framework of the thesis, that is, Discursive Psychology, and explain its historical 

background. I explain why I have chosen this specific analytical approach in this 

thesis. I subsequently describe the methods of data collection I have used in this 

thesis, presenting the interview process, and I describe the analysis procedure.  

 In chapter 4, I start my analysis of the discursive accounts of wars by 

discussing how Lebanese laypeople convey their experiences of the 2006 armed 

conflict. In the social literature on wars, trauma and suffering are prevalent 

presupposition. However, no one has examined how war is rhetorically constructed 

within the talk-in-interaction. In this thesis I show how participants construct 

complex accounts that are designed to accomplish several different social actions. 

Several participants have reported and discussed the deleterious implications of 

armed conflict and the destructive nature of this experience. Nonetheless, they also 

invoked and incorporated into their accounts hopeful and inspirational notions in a 
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way that is designed to minimize and mitigate the overall effects of the war. Thus, 

war was not constructed as a wholly adverse experience for these individuals.  

In chapter 5, I examine how a number of Iraqi laypeople actively construct 

and employ collective identities within their accounts of the American invasion of 

Iraq. I show that collective identities were built as a division of rhetorical accounts 

that are designed to warrant specific stance in relation to the war. I show that all the 

Iraqi participants have presented themselves as patriotic, explicitly or implicitly. 

Some of the participants have formulated the ex-regime as the national government 

as a way of denouncing the American intervention and the new situation in Iraq. In 

contrast, other participants constructed the American intervention as a liberation for 

Iraqis who have been oppressed by the ex-regime.   

Chapter 6 focuses on how Lebanese politicians and decision-makers attend to 

issues of accountability and responsibility within their accounts of the 2006 war. The 

analysis indicates that the various influential Lebanese individuals construct and 

employ different aspects of the war in a way that is designed to apportion the 

responsibility and consequently the blame to a specific side. This is used 

subsequently to prepare the ground for a specific desired action. Through  warranting 

and legitimating the practices of specific side of the conflict, participants have 

created discourses that prolong the conflict. 

In chapter 7, I discuss how Iraqi politicians deal with the core practice of 

wars, that is the use of violence. I analyse how the various influential Iraqi politicians 

and decision-makers discursively warrant or discard specific forms of violent attacks. 

I show that various Iraqi politicians construct accounts of the war that justify or 

denounce fighting and killing of specific people.  

It is important to stress, that although in every chapter I focus mainly on a 

specific theme, there are several other noticeable themes that I do not highlight due 

to the limited time and space available in this thesis. 
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Chapter 2. On conflicts and social identities 

 

War is arguably one of the oldest and most imperative human institutions. It has 

played a central role in nations’, groups’, and individuals’ lives throughout history 

(see Bell, 2009; Kennedy, 1987, Kissinger, 1995). Almost every state in this world 

has been established as a result of a war and has taken part in one. Currently, war 

represents one of the most serious and persistent challenges to mankind. In 2008 

there were more than 134 armed conflicts happening worldwide (Pham, Vinck & 

Weinstein, 2010). There are several different definitions of war and there is viable 

intellectual debate within various disciplines, seeking to define and differentiate 

between the various types of conflicts or wars (see Hynes, 2004). In this thesis I do 

not intend to discuss the different definitions of war or to distinguish between the 

different types of armed conflicts, for practical reasons. Rather, I accept the 

Cambridge Academic Content Dictionary’s definition of war as “armed fighting 

between two or more countries or groups” (2009, p. 1073). Furthermore, I will use 

the words “war” and “armed conflict” interchangeably.  

Within mainstream psychology, armed conflicts have been mostly 

approached via their associations with negative effects on the psychological, 

emotional, and mental wellbeing of the exposed population (e.g., Albertyn, Bicker, 

Millar & Rode, 2003; Ajdukovic, 1998; Begic & Mcdonald, 2006; Clarke et al., 

1993; Miller et al., 2002; Thabet, Tawahina, Sarraj & Vostanis, 2008; Thulesius & 

Hakansson, 1999; Weine et al., 1995, 1998; Witmer & Culver, 2001). Nonetheless, 

in the last twenty years a limited but increasing number of studies have attempted to 

challenge the subtle yet influential presupposition: an armed conflict is viewed in the 

same way by the different people and sides (e.g., Graham, Keenan & Dowd, 2004; 

Herrera, 2003; Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004, Oddo, 2011). These studies have 

showed that different speakers construct different accounts for the same war, and 

they have shown that the involved parties are constructed differently by different 

speakers. This argument is influenced by the discursive understanding of human 

interaction. Discursive and conversation analysts argue that subjects, objects, and 

events do not have a unified nature. Rather, people through rhetoric construct and 

present different accounts for every component of the world as part of their talk in-
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interaction. This position is the starting point for this thesis. 

In this chapter I review several topics that are related to the question of this 

study, divided into five sections. Each section briefly covers a specific topic. In the 

first section, I discuss war, focusing on studies that seek to explain the practices, 

dynamics, and implications of modern wars. In the second section, I discuss a 

number of psychological investigations of war, reviewing studies that examined 

psychological disorders associated with armed conflicts. The third section discusses a 

number of studies, cases and theories that explain the relationship between collective 

identity and war. In the fourth section I present an overview of the theoretical 

understanding of collective identity. In the fifth and final section I highlight the 

rationale for the role of rhetorical accounts in relation to armed conflicts from the 

perspective of discursive schools and non-discursive researchers. 

 

2.1 Modern armed conflict 

 

Modern wars differ in many essential aspects from the wars that took place prior to 

the Second World War (see Dudley et al., 1968; Goldson, 1996). Currently, the 

course of modern wars is not limited to decision-makers’ and high-ranking army 

officers’ rationales. Statesmen across the world pay close attention to general public 

opinion, knowing that they can no longer take their countries to war without securing 

adequate public support (see Woodward, 2004). The Gaza war (2008-2009) is a clear 

example of how the public opinion can play a key role in relation to armed conflicts. 

This war was extinguished – prematurely, from the point of view of the Israeli 

generals – as a result of the pressure exerted upon them by various international and 

local civil organisations and groups. Intellectuals, journalists, and laypeople who 

took to the streets of Europe, the U.S, and other parts of the world brought that war 

to its conclusion. Bertrand Russell, (2004) indicated that military power is ineffective 

without the public support. 

At the same time, modern war has an extremely deleterious face in terms of 

its effects on the general population. Civilian fatalities in wartime have increased 

from five percent of the total casualties at the dawn of the past century, to fifteen 

percent during the First World War, to sixty-five percent by the end of the Second 
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World War, to more than ninety percent in present-day wars (United Nations, 1996). 

Several countries have been defeated due to civilian casualties. The best example is 

Japan’s surrender in the Second World War after two of its civilians cities were 

attacked with nuclear bombs, an attack that resulted in hundreds of thousands of 

innocent people losing their lives, and injuring many more (see Adams & Crawford, 

2000). Nowadays, this attack functions as an example of the effectiveness of 

targeting civilians to achieve a quick and decisive victory from the point of view of 

military planners.  

According to Hynes (2004), by the 1990s, nine out of every ten people who 

lost their lives due to conflicts were civilians. He indicates that modern weapons are 

a major reason for the dramatic increase in civilian causalities. Millions of children 

have lost their lives as a result of modern wars. In 1992, five hundred thousand 

children under five years old died as a result of armed conflicts worldwide (United 

Nations, 1996). In Chechnya’s war, between February and May of 1995, 40 percent 

of all civilian casualties were children. Red Cross workers reported discovering 

children’s bodies that were systematically executed with bullets in the temple. In 

Sarajevo, almost one child in four has been wounded as a result of the armed 

conflict.  In the last ten years, between four and five million children have been 

wounded or disabled. The number of refugees from armed conflicts worldwide 

increased from 2.4 million in 1974 to more than 27.4 million today. Moreover, there 

are another 30 million people displaced within their own countries. Children and 

women make up an estimated 80 per cent of displaced populations (United Nations, 

1996).  

The majority of the current wars take place within states rather than between 

states and for the most part civilians are directly affected (Gartzke & Gleditsch, 

2006; Pierre, Atlas, Licklider, 1999). The ongoing armed conflict in Iraq is a clear 

example of the volatile nature of modern wars. It started with the 2003 American led 

invasion which was aiming at toppling Saddam’s regime—a war that was supported 

by several western and Arab countries, implicitly or explicitly—as well as 

considerable segment of the Iraqi society (Allawi, 2007; Coburn, 2008). The military 

campaign succeeded in overthrowing Saddam’s regime swiftly and with limited 

losses. However, shortly afterwards an armed and violent insurgency movement took 
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place. It was led by Arab Sunni Iraqis who were the governing group and held most 

of the important positions during Saddam’s reign (Allawi, 2007; Chehab, 2005; 

Coburn, 2008). They were supported by various external organizations and states in 

their effort to evict the foreign troops and re-establish their control over other Iraqi 

groups. The insurgency targeted foreign troops as well as Iraqi people who were 

considered pro the new situation or against the old regime. Subsequently Iraq 

descended into bloody conflict which claimed the lives of tens of thousands of 

people and divided the Iraqis into conflicting groups, mainly, along the well 

established sectarian and ethnic lines (Allawi, 2007; Chehab, 2005; Coburn, 2008). A 

significant number of researchers and politicians attribute the ongoing conflict in Iraq 

to the American military intervention. In contrast, other scholars contend that the 

existence of conflicting collective identities which divide the Iraqis is the 

underpinning cause of the ongoing conflict. In January 2005, the Iraqi Ministry of 

Health released a report from the previous six months, which was based on hospital 

records. The report showed that 3,274 people were killed and 12,657 were injured in 

violence related to the war. Of those, 2,041 died as the result of military action, 

whereas 1,233 were killed due to terrorist attacks (BBC NEWS, Jan. 2005). 

According to a group of academics in the United States and the United Kingdom, 

known as the Iraq Body count, between 98,170 to 107,152 Iraqi civilians have been 

killed in the period from May 2003 until 10
th

 of October of 2010 (Iraqi Body Count, 

2009).  

In sum, war is a tragic yet continuing human institution that has complex 

significant effects on people’s lives. In modern conflicts civilian populations are both 

a central player and the main victim. This justifies dedicating significant effort to 

examining the various aspects of wars within psychology.  

 

2.2 Psychological studies of armed conflicts 

 

Psychology, due to its goals, the current domination of cognitive approaches, and the 

obvious detrimental nature of war, has been overwhelmingly focusing on the 

negative psychological effects of war. The vast majority of psychological studies that 
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have examined armed conflicts start from the dominant understanding of war as a 

cluster of solely adverse experiences. Thus, it is rational for psychological 

researchers to expect and hence examine the development of pathological reactions 

among the people who have been exposed to wars. As a result, a large number of 

studies have focused on uncovering the negative effects of the experience of war. 

These studies have also focused on identifying who is at risk of developing 

psychological disorders due to conflicts.  

 

2.2.1 Studies that examined the negative effect of the experience of war 

 

A large number of studies have examined the relationship between exposure to 

combat-related stress and developing specific psychopathological symptoms. These 

symptoms are characterised by re-experiencing traumatic war events (e.g., having 

flashbacks, nightmares, or intrusive thoughts), emotional numbing, and avoidance of 

circumstances reminiscent of war experiences and hyper-arousal. These symptoms 

together form the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), (American Psychiatric 

Association, 1994). To date in psychology, PTSD is the most investigated topic in 

relation to war (Summerfield, 1996).  

The findings of these types of studies show that a significant but limited 

percentage of individuals exposed to war will develop PTSD (Kulka, 1990; Sutker & 

Allain, 1996). In an attempt to examine the lasting effects of wars on people, a team 

of 22 researchers surveyed 2,091 Rwandan individuals, eight years after the end of 

Rwandan genocide. The aim was to determine the nature of the experiences the 

Rwandan society had been exposed to and the lasting psychological effects of these 

experiences. The results indicated that the majority of the examined individuals 

reported being exposed to what can be described as a traumatic experience in relation 

to the war, with 75.4 percent of the sample reporting that they were forced to flee 

their homes, 73 percent lost a member of their family, and 70.9 percent had property 

destroyed or lost. In addition, 2,074 out of the 2,091 participants indicated that they 

were exposed to some form of violence. However, only 518 participants (24.8%) out 

of the 2,091 total participants reported PTSD criteria symptoms (Pham, Weinstein & 

Longman, 2004).  
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Similarly, Hotopf and others (2006) compared a random sample of 4,722 

British soldiers who served in Iraq to 5,550 soldiers who did not serve. The 

participants in the two samples were asked to fill in a questionnaire that covered 

PTSD, mental disorders, general wellbeing, alcohol consumption, physical 

symptoms and fatigue. The results did not show a significant difference between the 

two samples in any of the examined criteria. Accordingly, Kellezi, Reicheir and 

Cassidy (2009) indicated most people who have been exposed to armed conflicts do 

survive without developing any mental, psychological, or emotional disorder. 

Significant body of research indicate that people are capable of overcoming various 

negative events related to armed conflicts. Whether we are examining civilians amid 

armed conflicts (Ferren, 1999; Scholte, Olff, Ventevogel, de Vries, Jansveld, 

Cardozo & Gotway Crawford, 2004), displaced as a result of armed conflicts (Gorst-

Unsworth, Van Velsen, & Turner, 1993; Turner, Bowie, Dunn, Shapo, & Yule, 

2003), victims of torture (Holtz, 1998; Van Velsen, Gorst-Unsworth & Turner, 

1996), indeed several studies have shown that even Holocaust survivors and victims 

of Rwandan genocide have overcome that adverse experience without developing 

any significant pathological reaction (see Antonovsky, Maoz, Dowty & Wijsenbeek, 

1971; Pham, Weinstein & Longman, 2004; Yehuda, McFarlane & Shalev, 1998). 

This suggests that it is important to examine other aspects related to war 

alongside the negative psychological consequences. The question of how and why 

people who have been in war construct such experience with their own words is of 

great importance to understanding war. Currently a limited but growing number of 

researchers are examining different aspects related to armed conflicts. The role of 

social identity in relation to war is one of the growing areas in psychological research 

(e.g., Herrera, 2003; Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004). As Pham, Weinstein and 

Longman (2004) indicated “one of the tragedies of war is that individuals suffer not 

for anything they have done but simply because of the category they happen to 

belong to” (p. 74). 
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2.3 The relationship between armed conflicts and collective 

identity 

 

Thompson (1980) argues that people can kill other fellow human beings if they label 

them as an enemy. The relationship between collective identity and war is usually 

taken as profound and self-evident within literary work (e.g. Lewis, 1994; 

Huntington, 1996). It is almost a universal presumption in social sciences that people 

may kill (or warrant the killing) of others if they view these “others” as members of a 

different group (cf. Graham, Keenan & Dowd, 2004; Herrera, 2003; Leudar, 

Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004). This is proposed to be especially prevailing when the 

other group is depicted as constituting a serious threat to oneself  or the one’s own 

group (see Frijda, 2000; Gartzke & Gleditsch, 2006; Glenny, 1992; Huntington, 

1996; Lewis, 2003; Robinson, 2005; Thompson, 1980). This presumption functions 

as the underlying basis for a significant proportion of social research studies that 

discuss war. A substantial number of researchers have argued that social identities 

play a vital role in instigating and sustaining wars (see Frijda, 2000; Glenny, 1992; 

Harik, 1968; Sokolovic, 2005). They also indicate that social identities influence 

people’s positions toward conflicts. Differences between collective identities are 

widely blamed for many armed conflicts (see Broch-due, 2005; DeRouen, 2007; 

Mamdani, 2001).  

Various armed conflicts have been attributed to and associated with 

differences in the salient collective identities among the fighting parties. Many 

researchers chronicling modern wars have hinted at the conflicting identities’ roles 

on the course and nature of the armed conflicts they address (Castano & Slawuta, 

2008, Gartzke & Gleditsch, 2006; Pierre, Atlas, Licklider, 1999). For instance, the 

differences in sectarian identities are seen as a principal cause of the civil conflicts in 

Iraq (Fearon, 2008), Lebanon (O’Balance, 1998), and Northern Ireland (Tonge, 

2006). Equally, ethnic identity is widely described as one of the defining grounds of 

the Rwandan civil war which resulted in the losses of hundreds of thousands of lives 

(Mamdani, 2001). The Iraqi army attacks against the northern part of Iraq in the 

1980s is yet another example of what is described as the role of collective identities 
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in facilitating armed conflicts. In these attacks more than 180,000 Iraqi Kurds lost 

their lives (Makiya, 1993). Thousands of people were murdered with nerve and 

mustard gas. Thousands of Iraqi Kurdish women were raped and more than three 

hundred towns and villages were completely or partly destroyed (Hiltermann, 2008; 

Makiya, 1993). The Iraqi government described these campaigns as a war of self-

defence. One of the justifications given was the description of Kurds as foreigners 

and traitors who backstabbed Iraq. Another example of what is portrayed as evidence 

of the relationship between conflicting identities and armed conflicts is the Pakistani 

army attack against Bangladesh after its declaration of independence in 1972. 

Pakistani soldiers killed thousands of Bengali civilians. It is estimated that between 

two hundred to four hundred thousand Bengali women were raped (Makiya, 1993).  

Additionally, when thinking of Al-Qaeda it is hard to overlook its radical 

religious identity which functions as a rhetorical catalyst for justifying its criminal 

attacks against different groups of people. In almost all of his speeches, Bin Laden 

constructs himself as speaking on behalf of true Muslims, who he argues are being 

oppressed by Christians, Jews and their proxies (see Rich, 2003; Silke, 2004). 

At the same time, “group fragmentation” and the “resurrection of sub-

identities” among fighting groups is an endemic self-evident phenomenon in wars. 

Phillips, (2009) have showed that the crusades’ goals, enemies and allies, and 

rationales were in state of constant change throughout the course of these wars. 

Similarly, in most civil conflicts that took place in the past forty years, the fighting 

sides which were perceived as having unambiguous salient collective identities have 

since fragmented into smaller groups along the lines of newly elevated collective 

identities (see Atlas & liklider, 1999). For example, the Lebanese civil war (1976-

1991) started as a war between Christians and Muslims who have conflicting goals. 

Through the course of this war, the Christian party fragmented into several 

competing groups. Each one of these groups developed a new salient identity that 

replaced the previous one. The same thing happened on the Muslim side, which was 

fragmented into several groups, and each one of these groups fragmented into yet 

smaller groups. The group fragmentation process is usually accompanied by two 

remarkable phenomena. Firstly, with every fragmentation a sub-identity is invoked, 

which provides a new definition of the conflict as for the fighting sides. Secondly, 
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almost every fragmentation is accompanied by a confrontation between the new 

group and its mother group (see Atlas & liklider, 1999; Fisk, 2001, 2005; Gartzke & 

Gleditsch, 2006; Pierre, Atlas, Licklider, 1999). For example, in Sudan, during the 

past thirty years there was a civil war between the Muslim north and the non-Muslim 

south. A new group ascended in the north and a new civil conflict took place, this 

time between Muslim and Muslim Sudanese (see Jok, 2007). In Zimbabwe the rebels 

that toppled the white government fragmented into several factions and fought 

against each other viciously (Atlas & liklider, 1999). In Afghanistan, once the 

Mujahideen reached Kabul they started attacking each other, starting a bloody war 

that lasted for many years and has not ended yet (see Wahab & Youngerman, 2007). 

Moreover, many civil conflicts have taken place in countries that were in inter-state 

conflicts. The recent example is Iraq, which descended into a civil conflict in 1992 

and in 2004, shortly after it was defeated in inter-state wars. Right after the two wars 

ended, Iraqis start fighting against each other on a sectarian and ethnic basis. This 

indicates that collective identities need to be considered as a topic for investigation 

when discussing wars, rather approaching them as an independent factor. It is 

important to pay attention to how and why people who are in conflicts convey 

collective identity. 

In the following sections I review briefly some of the theories and 

understandings of collective identity in social psychology. 

 

2.3.1 Identity 

 

Identity is one of the fundamental concepts in human social life and in social 

psychological literature (Hitlin, 2003; Stryker, 1980; Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 

1979, 1986). An individual membership, whether potential or actual, to specific 

group/s can play a significant role in his/her interaction with other people as well as 

various components of the environment. For instance, in almost every airport people 

are assigned to different counters based on their citizenship. An American citizen’s 

rights are quite different from the rights of her father who is still considered an illegal 

immigrant. A Polish professor who teaches in Cambridge University needs a visa to 

enter the United States while his cousin who lives in Poland but has a Canadian 



 24 

passport does not. Middle Easterners are typically viewed and treated as Arabs and 

Muslims despite the fact that Millions of them are neither. In psychology identity as 

an idea is reported to be related to the understanding of who a person is (Gecas & 

Burker, 1995; Hitlin, 2003). Nowadays, the question of identity is investigated in 

various disciplines such as political sciences, history, sociology, and psychology. It 

attains its weight from its evident role in our daily life. Many researchers argue that 

identity enables people to find their position in relation to others (Schwartz, 2005). 

Identity is portrayed in traditional social psychology as what defines us. It marks 

who we are, who our group is, who we are similar to and who we are different from. 

Moreover, social identity is treated as an indicator of the expected, accepted, and 

discarded behaviours that various groups of people have (see Branscombe, Schmitt 

& Harvey, 1999; Haslam, 2004; Haslam et al., 2005; Haslam & Reicher, 2006; 

Terry, Carey & Callan, 2001).  

In psychology, researchers distinguish between two types of identity: self-

identity, which is described as the individual’s understanding of themselves as an 

independent and distinct human being (McCall & Simmons, 1978) and collective or 

social identity which is based on the individual’s affiliation with a group of other 

individuals (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996; Sacks, 1992; Turner et al., 1987; 

Wetherell, Taylor & Yates, 2001; Wetherell & Mohanty, 2010; Widdicombe & 

Wooffitt, 1995; Widdicombe, 1998). 

 

2.3.2 Collective identity and social psychology 

  

Sarbin (1997) points out that the current study of identity evolved from the theories 

of Cooley (1902), Mead (1934), and Goffman (1959) that attempted to explain the 

self. Cooley (1902) argues that a person’s understanding of his or herself is based on 

the way other people see that person. This idea of the effect of other people’s 

understanding of us on our understanding of our selves was further developed by 

Mead (1934). Mead attempted to explain the self through examining the relationship 

between the self and the society. In his theory he argues that the self could be 

described as having two parts, (me) and (I). The (me) is shaped by the society, while 

the (I) alters our perception of the way the society views us. Mead constructs the 
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relationship between the self and the society as a two-way relationship; on one side, 

the self plays several specific roles within society and on the other side, fulfilling 

these roles shapes the self. In these theories the self is explained as a result of the 

roles a person plays within society. Widdicombe (1995) summarises this notion as: 

Identity produces particular kinds of action, or role performances which, in turn, 

are situated within a social milieu and presumably alter or shape the dynamic 

context. The image of self within role theory is a fluid, dynamic agentic one in 

which negotiation and “mutual shaping” between self and others who make up 

society are central. (p. 35) 

 

Goffman drew on these understandings to create his dramaturgical theory (1959). In 

this theory he explains the relationship between the self and the society through 

comparing them to theatrical acting. He describes social rules as masks and each 

person has many different masks. Goffman summarises his theory as: 

On the stage one player presents himself in the guise of a character to 

characters projected by other players; the audience constitutes a third party to 

the interaction - one that is essential and yet, if the stage performance were real, 

one that would not be there. In real life, the three parties are compressed into 

two; the part one individual plays is tailored to the parts played by the others 

present, and yet these others also constitute the audience. (1959, p. 9). 

 

Moreover, Goffman maintains that there is a “distinctive moral character” which 

governs people’s interaction with each other (1959, p. 24). This character is what 

gives universal meaning to people’s interaction. Additionally, Goffman indicates that 

every society is governed by specific moral codes, and thus “any individual who 

possesses certain social characteristics has a moral right to expect that others will 

value and treat him in an appropriate way” (1959, p. 24).  

The importance of the theories of self that were put forward by Cooley, Mead 

and Goffman to the current study of social identities is in their understanding of the 

relationship between the identities and the society. It is fair to say that these theorists 

have laid down the foundation of examining identities as part of the social interaction 

between the person and the society. Nonetheless, until the 1970s social psychological 

studies approached human behaviour in general as individualistic behaviour. 

Collective or group behaviour was usually dismissed as “irrational” and “pernicious” 
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(Herrera, 2003, p. 28). Consequently, collective identities were examined as an 

individualistic trait or predisposition rather than a product of interaction. Tajfel 

criticises the lack of adequate attention to the effect of human interaction on our 

behaviour, stating that:  

Experimental social psychology as we know it today is irrelevant only to the 

extent that it is a social science practised in a social vacuum... social 

psychology is a scientific study of human behaviour; that the kind of behaviour 

it is concerned with is social behaviour (i. e. interaction between individuals, 

singly or in groups); and that this social behaviour is a function of or is 

determined by or is related to the social context in which it takes place. (1981, 

pp. 18-19) 

 

 

2.4 Theories of identity and their relationship to armed conflicts 

 

This section presents an overview of different theories of collective identity. In 

particular, I will discuss social identity theory and self-categorisation theory, as well 

as the similarities and differences between them.  

 

2.4.1 Social Identity Theory  

 

One of the most influential theories that address collective identity in social 

psychology is Tajfel’s (1971) Social Identity Theory (SIT). This theory originated in 

earlier studies of discrimination between groups (Tajfel, 1969, 1970, 1971). In 

several studies, Tajfel and, later, Turner (1975, 1978) found that when people are 

assigned to different groups, they develop social identities that are related to 

membership in these groups. As a result of developing these social identities people 

start categorising themselves and the others as in-group members or out-group 

members. Tajfel argues that social identities make people behave as members of the 

group rather than independent individuals. He indicates that social identities function 

as a way of uniting the in-group members together and differentiating them from out-

group members. Tajfel defines social identity as: 
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…that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of 

his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 

emotional significance attached to that membership. (1978, p. 63)  

 

Moreover, Tajfel (1978) argues that every society is composed of several real social 

groups and every individual is a member of different groups at the same time. Social 

groups stand in comparison to each other (e.g., gender, race, class). These groups 

provide us with salient social identities which in turn influence our understanding of 

our selves and those of others. SIT suggests that the various social identities which 

people have are derived from their membership in various social groups at the same 

time. According to this theory social identity is a functional and consequential 

objective that is designed to provide its members with positive view of themselves. 

Tajfel (1978) further indicates that people tend to compare their group with other 

groups in a selective way that allows them to favour their in-group members to the 

out-group members. Hence, one of the main notions of this theory is that identity is 

produced by a process of categorisation and comparison between groups. Tajfel 

(1981) maintains that “social categorisation can therefore be considered as a system 

of orientation which helps to create and define the individual’s place in society” (p. 

255). Moreover, every social identity is related to the understanding of the groups’ 

norms and characters (Tajfel, 1981).  

Social identity is understood in SIT as a salient but also a flexible entity. 

Tajfel (1981) argues that if a specific collective identity stops providing its members 

with a positive evaluation of themselves, the members apply “social creativity 

strategies”. These strategies allow the group members to maintain positive social 

identity for themselves without leaving their group. One of these strategies is re-

evaluating specific negative characteristics of their in-group in a way that makes 

these features more appealing and less negative. Another technique is bringing a 

historical characterisation or positive incident to the present so that the group seems 

more positive (Tajfel, 1981). Moreover, SIT suggests that members may leave their 

group for a new one once they became aware that it does not provide them with a 

positive identity. This indicates that individuals are capable of changing their 

collective identity when it can no longer serve the purpose it was created for.  
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To conclude, Social Identity Theory views social categories and social 

identities as mainly internal cognitive paradigms that are designed to provide us with 

self-satisfaction through affiliation with other individuals. In SIT people’s affiliation 

with various groups is a self-evident fact, although the way they view that affiliation 

is open for modification. It is important to note that SIT along with Self-

Categorization Theory (SCT) by Turner (1985) represents a breakthrough from the 

individualistic approach that dominated modern social psychology for a long time 

(Herrera, 2003). 

 

2.4.2 Self-Categorization Theory   

 

Self-Categorization Theory (SCT) originated in the work of John Turner (1982, 

1984) and his colleagues (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987). This 

theory is described by many researchers as a cognitively-oriented development of 

SIT. It is based on applying a cognitive approach to explain some of the critical ideas 

of SIT. SCT concentrates on the way in which people identify with their social 

categories and the role of the process of comparison between different groups in 

creating collective identities. Turner argues that people have various different social 

identities and it is the various collective contexts that activate different social 

identities. Turner, Oakes, Haslam and McGarty (1994) summarise the main ideas in 

SCT as: 

Self-categories are cognitive groupings of self and some class of stimuli as 

identical and different from some other class. Personal identity refers to self-

categories that define the individual as a unique person in terms of his or her 

individual differences from other (in-group) persons. Social identity refers to 

social categorizations of self and others, self-categories that define the individual 

in terms of his or her shared similarities with members of certain social 

categories in contrast to other social categories. (p. 454) 

 

According to this theory people have two forms of identity. The first is the 

personal identity, which Turner describes as the identity that shapes our behaviour in 

the absence of the group context. The second identity is the collective identity. The 
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two identities are a result of “different levels of self-categorization” (Turner et al., 

1994, p. 454). A social group is defined as “two or more individuals who share a 

common social identification of themselves” (Turner, 1982, p. 15). 

One of the main bases of SCT is the notion that the world is very rich and 

complex and people’s cognitive abilities are limited. Consequently, we need to 

simplify the world through organising its components into categories. The 

categorisation process enables people to deal with the outside world effectively. 

Hence, categorising the components of the environment is done for cognitive 

reasons. People categorise themselves and others based on affiliation with specific 

categories such as gender, culture, and race. This implies that these categories are 

based on factual elements. The processes of categorisation and the formation of 

social identity take place within the brain. Thus, social identity is seen as “the 

cognitive mechanism that makes group behaviour possible” (Turner, 1984, p. 527). 

SCT explains the cognitive aspect of identity as: 

One aspect of the self is the cognitive aspect, the system of concepts of self a 

person uses to define him- or herself. Self-concepts can be thought of as self -

categories or self-categorisations: cognitive groupings of the self as identical, 

similar or equivalent to some class of stimuli in contrast to some other class. 

(Turner, 1991, p. 78) 

 

Turner (1991) explains the way in which people affiliate themselves with specific 

groups at specific times through the idea of a meta-contrast ratio. In this paradigm, 

any “group of stimuli is more likely to be categorised as a single entity to the degree 

that the differences within that group (on relevant dimensions) are smaller than the 

differences between that group and some other stimuli” (Turner, 1991, p. 156). 

Furthermore, Turner (1991) argues that the collective identities are based on real 

factors such as previous experience, goals, specific features, and so on. SCT also 

suggests that the collective identity activated must be appropriate to the situation. 

One of the most important ideas of SCT is the notion of depersonalisation, that is, as 

a social identity becomes salient the personal identity that differentiates the person 

from other individuals diminishes. This means that people behave as representatives 

of the characteristics of the group. In this case the group members behave in a way 

that confirms the stereotypical behaviour of the group. It is important to stress that 
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SCT argues that the prototype of any group is not fixed; rather, it “varies as a 

function of the comparative context within which the group defines itself” (Turner, 

1991, p. 169).  

2.4.3 Common ground and differences between the SIT and SCT 

 

The SIT and SCT share many fundamental similarities. In both theories, collective 

identity is explained as a product of comparison with relevant others. The “groups” 

in SIT or “categories” in SCT are taken as self-evident universal entities. For both 

theories, collective identity is seen as an internalised external reality. Social identity 

is a product of a cognitive system that is based on the process of social comparison, 

which makes people perceive themselves as members of specific groups and not 

other ones. One of the main differences between SCT and SIT is in terms of the 

flexibility in the relationship between individual and social identities. Tajfel argues 

that the meaning of the group is open to reinterpretation and adjustment. According 

to SIT, people redefine the group or even leave their group if it stops providing them 

with a positive identity. In contrast, SCT views categories as universal and not open 

for reinterpretation, as Reicher notes: 

Thus, even if recent studies of stereotyping in the self-categorisation tradition 

insist that the group definition depends upon and varies with the social relations 

obtaining in context, they continue to operationalise (if not conceptualise) 

identity as a set of traits. (1996, p. 329)     

 

To sum up, Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorization Theory suggest that 

people perceive themselves and others either as in-group or out-group members. 

Group membership functions as a way of achieving a positive evaluation of the self. 

Each person is a member of various groups. People favour in-group members to 

individuals who do not belong to their group(s). People have various social identities 

at the same time and each of these identities is activated by a specific stimulus in the 

absence of the other identities. Furthermore, conflicts between different social groups 

are an expected result of the existence of contradicting collective identities (Hogg, 

1996, 2000, 2001, a, b; Hogg & Abrams, 1988, 1999; Hogg, Terry & White, 1995; 

Turner, 1999). To date, most researchers who subscribe to SCT and SIT share the 
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notion that social identity is a self-evident, independent factor (Herrera, 2003). Thus, 

the focus is on examining the effect of having this or that identity on people’s 

interaction with each other. Moreover, most of these researchers treat the 

environment and people’s perception of events as factual and furthermore, they focus 

on examining people’s behaviour individually. Nowadays, SIT and SCT theories 

remain important and influential theoretical frameworks that provide explanations for 

group formation and collective behaviour to a large degree (see Abrams & Hogg, 

1998; Hogg & Abrams, 1999).  

 

2.4.4 Critique of SIT and SCT  

 

An increasing number of researchers who are influenced by Social Identity Theory 

and Self-Categorization Theory have started to examine how people present and 

argue over social identities in their talk-in-interaction and what is their outtake on the 

events (e.g. Hopkins & Reicher, 1996; Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). They report that 

social identities are not fixed, but rather are open to modification within the 

interaction. Huddy (2002) argues that: 

 

Self-categorization theory places an undue emphasis on the power of context to 

explain intergroup behaviour. This emphasis on situations ignores individual 

differences in identification, fails to consider the power of enduring cross-

situational forces conveyed by history and culture to shape group boundaries and 

meaning, and neglects the frequently contested nature and meaning of group 

membership. (p. 826) 

 

Similarly, Billig (1996) criticises a fundamental principle of SCT which indicates 

that people do not have the capacity to process the complex components of the 

environment without categorising them into clusters, such as race, gender, class, and 

so on.  He argues that this understanding implies that people perceive and describe 

the different components of the world in one way. To the contrary, he maintains that 

people can and do describe subjects, objects, events, and people in many different 

ways. Carbaugh (1996) points out that currently there is a shift in the view of identity 
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from the “mentalist notion”, which treats it as something that causes human 

behaviour, into something that is more of a “communication practice” among an 

increasing number of researchers in psychology. The recently developed discursive 

approaches have been employed by many researchers to examine various forms of 

collective identities. Antaki and Widdicombe (1998) summarise the discursive way 

of examining collective identities as follows: 

The identity category, the characteristics it affords, and what consequences 

follow, are all knowable to the analyst only through the understanding displayed 

by the interactants themselves. Membership of a category is ascribed (and 

rejected), avowed (and disavowed), displayed (and ignored) in local places and at 

certain times, and it does these things as part of the interactional work that 

constitutes people’s lives (p. 2). 

 

2.4.5 Discursive understanding of rhetorical accounts and of social 

identity 

 

A broad range of research that is done in many different disciplines, such as 

discourse analysis, conversational analysis, and ethnomethodology studies offer an 

alternative understanding of collective identity to the traditional social and cognitive 

approaches (ten Have, 2004; Hepburn, 2005; Wiggins, 2005). This approach can be 

described for practical reasons as a discursive approach. It shifts the focus from the 

individual onto the interaction between people. Furthermore, it treats people’s 

utterances as construction and interaction rather than a reflection of the internal state 

(Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Discursive studies 

of identity focus on the social actions accomplished by speakers through constructing 

this or that collective identity. Through shifting the focus from the cognitive state to 

the linguistic construction of identities, discursive researchers are able to approach 

the issue of identity differently. Rather than asking what identities participants have 

and how they affect people’s behaviour and perceptions, which is the main concern 

of SIT and SCT, discursive analysts investigate when, how, and why a specific 

identity is constructed and utilised. Although there is a debate among discursive and 

conversational researchers in relation to identifying and explaining collective 
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identities, it is fair to say that most of these studies have been influenced by Sacks’ 

(1992) ideas on conversation analysis (see Edwards, 1997, 1998, 1999a, 1999b; 

Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998; Potter, 1996). Sacks indicates that in order for analysts to 

understand any examined collective identity, they need to see how the speakers 

themselves construct and affiliate to it. He states that: 

Suppose you’re an anthropologist or sociologist standing somewhere. You see 

somebody do some action, and you see it to be some activity. How can you go 

about formulating who is it that did it, for the purposes of your report? Can you 

use at least what you might take to be the most conservative formulation – his 

name? Knowing, of course, that any category you choose would have the [se] 

kinds of systematic problems: how would you go about selecting a given 

category from the set that would equally well characterise or identify that person 

at hand? (Sacks, 1992, pp. 467-8) 

 

Sacks maintains that researchers need to examine the categories and the social 

identities which the speakers themselves invoke within their talk, rather than 

investigating categories which the researchers assume to be relevant. Widdicombe 

(1998) maintains that “a reference to a person’s social identity is also a reference to 

their membership of a specific category” (p. 52-3). 

Social identity is defined as the person’s “display of, or ascription to, 

membership of some feature-rich category” (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998, p. 53). 

Thus, social identity is treated as a means that people construct within interaction 

either as a goal or to achieve further goals. As Edwards (1991) indicates, 

“Categorisation is something we do, in talk, to accomplish social actions” (p. 517).  

Furthermore, based on this discursive approach it is reasonable to claim that 

the events of a conflict and the groups involved should be examined as part of the 

social work that people conduct to achieve particular goals. Hence, to address the 

questions of this thesis we should examine how social identities and the defining 

events of the wars in Iraq and Lebanon are constituted, accepted, rejected, framed, 

and reconstituted through the utterances within the interaction either as desired goals 

or as a means to achieve desired goals. This would allow us to gain a coherent 

understanding of the way the directly exposed individuals put together their 

experiences. 
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2.5 Discursive understandings of war through rhetorical accounts 

 

The argument that considers rhetoric to be an important aspect of armed conflicts is 

by no means exclusive to discursive or rhetorical studies. Indeed, a substantial 

number of researchers who have explained and chronicled various armed conflicts 

did pay considerable attention to the narratives of the examined conflict (e.g., 

Codevilla & Seabury, 2006; Glenny, 1992; Fisk, 2005; Huppauf, 1997; Schnabel & 

Carment, 1997). These researchers have indicated that the accounts of wars that are 

produced by different sides function as effective tools to create specific realities. 

Hence, examining the discourse of any war is considered an instrumental means of 

understanding the course of armed conflicts (cf. Kissinger, 1995).  

It is argued that when people describe a war, they mainly concentrate on 

specific incidents which they see as the defining events (cf. Glenny, 1992; Fisk, 

2005). These events are not the whole conflict but they are usually presented as the 

most relevant and important events or motives of the conflict. In particular, these are: 

the trigger incident that caused the conflict, the motive behind the conflict, the final 

result of the conflict, and the definition of the fighting sides. These issues are not 

neutral testimonies of the war; rather they are discursive formulations that are 

designed to convince the audience to take a specific position in relation to the 

conflict. Consequently, in almost all conflicts, defining these incidents is a highly 

controversial and sensitive issue due to their evaluative nature. Lomsky-Feder (1995) 

criticises the lack of attention in research to the way people understand and present 

their experiences of armed conflicts. She blames this lack of attention on the 

dominant presupposition that presents the experience of war as solely a traumatic 

experience. She maintains that “the prevailing research does not ask whether and 

how war experience is integrated into the world of the individual, or whether the 

experience necessarily distorts and disturbs his life” (Lomsky-Feder, 1995, p. 464).  

Potter (1996) demonstrated that the same event could be constituted 

differently by different people or even by the same person. These accounts and 

constructions of events are either for desired ends or as a means to achieve further 
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goals. In modern armed conflicts which are covered by various types of media 

outlets, politicians and media personnel play an important role in constituting the 

events of the conflict, identifying and defining the groups involved and forming 

general public opinion toward the conflict (Frijda, 2000; Billig, 1995; Reicher, 1996; 

Hutchby, 2006; Herrera, 2003). Accounts of individuals who are in such positions 

are considered elite opinions (Vin Dijk, 1993). Elite opinion plays a significant role 

in justifying, promoting, warranting, or rejecting a specific side or position 

(Kuusisto, 1998; Campbell, 1993; Herrera, 2003; Shapiro, 1996). It is also designed 

to mobilise people to behave in specific way. For example, Leudar et al. (2004) 

analysed public speeches delivered soon after the September 11
th

 attacks by US 

President, George W. Bush, the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and the head of 

Al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden. They found that the three different speakers 

constructed different accounts of the exact same event. However, all these accounts 

are motivated accounts that are designed to accomplish a specific social action. 

These accounts were constructed as discursive means to warrant the speakers’ 

position at the expense of the opponents’ argument. For instance, Bush’s accounts 

were designed to portray the attacks as an aggression and consequently to prepare the 

ground for retaliation. Blair’s accounts functioned as a way of condemning the 

attacks and affiliating with the Americans against Al-Qaeda. Bin Laden’s accounts 

were designed to warrant the attacks and condemned the American retaliation. It is 

important to stress that the three different speakers constructed the involved groups 

in a way that served their own interests. 

Moreover, several studies indicated that in wartime, people who are directly 

involved in the war can provide different accounts of the events of war. Issues such 

as who was involved, the causes, and who is responsible for the conflict are 

controversial and sensitive questions (Herrera, 2003; Reicher, 1996). For example, 

Lomosky-Feder, (1995) reported that Israeli soldiers who participated in the same 

conflicts provided very different accounts of their personal experience of the conflict. 

They responded to issues such as who were involved, whether they were affected or 

not, why, and how the war started and finished in significantly different ways.  
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2.6 Background about Iraq and Lebanon 

 

“The middle east is a region of old and deep-rooted identities” 

 (Lewis, 1998, p. 1)  

  

Iraq and Lebanon, like all the other countries in the Middle East, were established as 

a result of agreements between the European powers that defeated the Ottoman 

Empire in the First World War. It was French and British officials who have defined 

the current borders of all the countries in the Middle East following the annexation of 

the Ottoman Empire (Owen, 2004). In the case of Iraq and Lebanon particularly, the 

borders have juxtaposed together groups of people who have different religious, 

ethnic and racial identities. Looking at the modern history of the region, one can 

argue that Iraq – predominantly Kurdish in the north, Sunni in the west, and Shiite in 

the centre and the south – is an artificial state in terms of its national identity. Iraqis 

have hardly acted freely as a unified nation in the past forty years (see Gunter, 1999; 

Louer, 2008; Lukitz, 1995; Makiya, 1994, 1998). The same applies to Lebanon, 

which was initially a French idea to protect the Syrian Christians, as they were called 

then, through creating a state in which they could be the majority (see Owen, 2004; 

Zamir, 2000). The two countries have witnessed and participated in several civil and 

inter-state conflicts. As I have mentioned, the two countries are composed of several 

different ethnic, religious, and sectarian groups. The relationship between the 

different groups within Lebanon and Iraq has been volatile. Thus, the issue of 

collective identity in both of these countries is an essential and consequential one. It 

is deeply associated with the discourse of the armed conflicts which both countries 

have been living through. Studying the inter-group relationships in these two 

countries might provide useful information for other countries in the region which 

are experiencing similar situations. It also may provide useful ideas for countries that 

are, or expect to become, ethnically or religiously diverse communities either due to 

immigration or other factors. 
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2.6.1 The war in Iraq  

 

On the 19
th

 of March 2003 the American, British, and other forces waged the second 

war against Iraq seeking to remove the Iraqi regime. Several Arab states supported 

the Western coalition invasion of Iraq, either covertly or explicitly, in particular, 

Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar, which provided essential logistic support to 

the coalition forces (see Woodward, 2004). By the 8
th

 of April 2003, the former Iraqi 

regime had collapsed and the Iraqi army was nowhere to be seen. The Americans 

established the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) to administer Iraq. On July 13, 

2003 the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) was established as a provisional government 

of Iraq. In January of 2005 the first elections in the post-Saddam Iraq took place. As 

a result of this election, the Shiites and the Kurds have gained a significant share in 

the Iraqi government. At the same time, the Sunnis in Iraq saw the American 

invasion and the formation of the IGC as undermining their long-lasting monopoly of 

power over Iraq (see Donnelly, Sifry & Cerf, 2007; Woodward, 2004). Thus, soon 

after the fall of the regime, various Sunni organisations such as Al-Qaeda started an 

insurgency movement aimed at forcing the Americans to leave and at the same at 

regaining power. These organisations have been enjoying significant support from 

the Arab countries that supported toppling Saddam but feared the Shiites’ and Kurds’ 

rise to power (see Ajami, 2006). Tens of thousands of Iraqis, mainly Shiites, were 

massacred in suicide attacks carried out by the insurgents. By 2006 Iraq was literally 

in a civil war between Iraqi Shiites and Sunnis (NYT website, 2010), which clamed 

the lives of thousands of people and displaced many more Iraqis (BBC website, 

2010). At the time of this writing, Iraq is still in a volatile situation and an open civil 

war may take place at any time.  

 

2.6.2 Lebanon amid armed conflicts 

 

Lebanon, although currently less violent, remains largely in a similar situation to 

Iraq. Lebanese people have been in several civil conflicts and in wars with Israel 

since 1948 (see Abraham, 1996; Fisk, 2002, 2005; Freedman, 1986). The 2006 July 
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war is the last major open confrontation between Lebanon and Israel. To date, the 

name of this war is still disputed in Lebanon. Hezbollah refers to it as the July war; 

in contrast, several other Lebanese media outlets describe it as the Israel-Hezbollah 

war (see Achcar & Warschwaski, 2007). Since this war, Lebanese society has been 

divided into two main competing factions, the opposition’s party and the 

government’s party. The opposition party is composed of all the significant Shiite 

organisations, i.e., Hezbollah and AMAL, in addition to the Free Patriotic Movement 

which has the biggest Christian bloc in the Lebanese parliament, and other, smaller 

political parties. The government’s group, in contrast, is composed of the biggest 

Sunni organisation, the Future Movement and other, smaller Christian and Druze 

parties. It is important to note that the opposition parties gained more than 55 percent 

of the overall votes in the 2009 parliamentary election, but due to the biased 

geographic distribution of the seats, they won 57 out of 128 seats (Aljazeera website, 

2010; BBC website, 2010). From 2006 to 2008, the opposition parties staged several 

protests and a sit-in in the heart of Beirut City in an effort to sack the government, 

and this is where I conducted most of my interviews in Lebanon. In May of 2008 

militiamen loyal to the opposition clashed with armed militia loyal to the Lebanese 

government. The opposition fighters took over several important sites in Beirut and 

other cities and forced the government to negotiate with them. On the 21
st
 of May 

2008 the rival Lebanese factions signed what is known as the Doha agreement. This 

agreement resulted in the formation of a national unity government and banned 

resorting to violence to resolve domestic disputes (Aljazeera, 2010; BBC, 2010).        

 

Conclusion and research question  

 

The two conflicts and the two communities – in Iraq and in Lebanon – 

provide an exceptional opportunity to examine how social identities, social 

categories, and the ‘realities’ of the conflicts are constituted within talk-in-

interaction. Through analysing political and Lebanese and Iraqi laypeople’s accounts 

of the war, this thesis aims to answer the following questions: 

 

1. How do the various speakers construct the armed conflicts, the sides 
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involved, and the general evaluations of the war? 

2.  What are the discursive ends these accounts aim to accomplish, if any, and 

how are they constructed? 

3.  How do participants invoke and use collective identities and personal 

experiences within their accounts? 

 

In the next chapter I describe the methods used to answer these questions. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology  
 
 

In the previous two chapters I have stated that the goal of this thesis is to examine 

how the armed conflicts in Iraq and Lebanon are conveyed in lay and political 

accounts and what are the functions of these accounts. As I have mentioned earlier, I 

do not examine talk as reflections of the speakers’ inner beliefs, attitudes, or 

understandings of the external realities, as it is problematic to treat talk as impartial 

and accurate reflections of internal or external realities (Potter, 1996; Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987). The analytical framework adopted for this thesis, which I explain 

in this chapter, is based on the recently evolving discursive approaches that attempt 

to address various social and psychological questions through examining how they 

are conveyed in talk. The starting point for the investigation in these approaches is 

the distinctive and coherent understanding of the importance, the nature, and the 

function of talk within our social world. In discursive schools talk is not examined as 

reflective of what is inside the head; it is discursive construction of the various 

components of the world, such as people, objects, events, and relationships. 

Moreover, in these approaches, the focus is on how and why talk performs various 

social actions such as warranting, rejecting, attributing, and so on. Identity is viewed 

as a rhetorical resource which people construct and deploy through talk to 

accomplish social actions such as praising, justifying, or denouncing certain position 

or people (see Potter & Wetherell, 1987), avoiding and/or allocating blame (see 

Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004), attending to specific types of behaviours (see 

Widdicombe, 1998), and so on.  

In this thesis, I use the analytical approach of “discursive psychology” (DP), 

(Edwards & Potter, 1992, 2003; Edwards, 2005; Potter, 2005; Wiggins & Potter, 

2007), in order to analyse how various Lebanese and Iraqi people constructe and 

deploy the armed conflicts and the relevant collective identities. DP is a relatively 

new analysis programme that has been developed mainly in the work of Derek 

Edwards and Jonathan Potter, for example (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Edwards, 1997, 

2006; Potter, 1996, 2005), in United Kingdom over the course of the past 18 years. 

As Potter and Edwards (2001) point out “Discursive psychology has a complex 

theoretical lineage drawing on ideas from discourse analysis, rhetoric, sociology of 
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science, ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, and post-structuralism” (p. 104). 

One can argue that most of the ideas and techniques of discursive psychology are 

adopted directly from Conversation Analysis and Discourse Analysis. These three 

schools are seen as interrelated; they all share similar understandings of the 

importance of interactions in social life and of the centrality of talk. They all have 

their roots within social science and have developed within psychology and 

sociology. They all reject the cognitivist approaches that view talk as a reflection of 

mental states. They examine talk as social action by itself, arguing that in an 

important sense, people’s descriptions constitute, rather than merely reflect the entity 

they describe.  

In chapter 2, I explained how the study of collective identities has been 

redefined by discursive approaches. Nonetheless, there are some differences between 

these approaches in regard to the way they examine discourse. It is therefore worth 

briefly considering in turn each one of these methodologies before explaining how 

these approaches are combined together to form discursive psychology. 

 

3.1 Discursive schools 

3.1.1 Discourse analysis 

 

“consider language as a series of tools which acquire their purpose and function 

from the social and cultural milieux in which they are used”  

(Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 555) 

 

There are various definitions of discourse analysis some of which are very similar 

while others are contradictory (Fairclough, 1993). In fact, there are many different 

types of discourse analysis (see Wetherell, Taylor & Yates, 2001). This is because 

discourse analysis has been developed simultaneously by researchers who belong to 

different disciplines, such as, psychology, sociology, media studies, and philosophy 

to answer questions related to these disciplines (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Thus, 

Potter and Wetherell (1987) argue that DA can be seen as group of consistent and 

interrelated ideas that are bigger than a theory or a specific method. It is inclusive 
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enough to contain different techniques and even different methods as long as they 

adhere to the central ideas that define DA. Discourse analysis focuses mainly on 

reformulating and reconstituting various social psychological topics such as attitude, 

attribution, and identity. Its most central idea which is shared by discursive 

psychology, conversation analysis and ethnomethodology is that talk should be 

examined “as a social practice in itself, with its own characteristic features and 

practical consequences” (Potter & Wetherell, p. 167). The most relevant type of DA 

to this thesis is the work that was developed by Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) and 

applied to examine social psychological topics by Potter and Wetherell (1987). These 

authors emphasis the importance of treating talk as a topic for investigation rather 

than a means that reflects what is going in within the people’s psyches. They 

examine how people construct various types of accounts to attend to various social 

psychological topics, such as responsibility, credibility, identity, and so on. They also 

demonstrate that people’s accounts are highly variable, indexical, and motivated. 

People can and do produce different and even contradictory opinions, attitudes, and 

descriptions of the same events, even within the course of a single conversation. For 

example, in a very important and relevant to this thesis study, Potter and Wetherell 

(1987) use discourse analysis to show how different New Zealanders accounted for 

the police and the protesters’ conduct during conflicts that took place in relation to 

the Springbok rugby tour. Potter and Wetherell examine a riot which took place 

during the last game of the South African Springbok rugby team tour in New 

Zealand, when a group of New Zealanders who were against the Apartheid regime 

were trying to disrupt the game. The researchers conducted interviews with various 

New Zealanders asking them to talk about the event. They found that while some of 

the participants warranted the police actions through portraying them as natural 

human reactions, others denounced these actions, describing them as an unacceptable 

use of violence. Potter and Wetherell demonstrate that issues of accountability, 

responsibility, identity, and descriptions of the events are constructed by different 

speakers in order to warrant or denounce a specific side’s (the police or the 

protesters’) conduct within the conflict. Potter and Wetherell argue that the role of 

the analyst is not to search for the ‘true’ or accurate account, but rather to treat these 

accounts as rhetorical means constructed either as ends or to achieve desired ends 
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within the interaction. In conclusion, DA considers people’s constructions of self, 

others, or events as something that should be examined and viewed as rhetorical 

accomplishments and as means to perform specific social actions. 

 

3.1.2 Ethnomethodology  

 

Ethnomethodology is one of the first and main contributors to DP via conversation 

analysis. The term Ethnomethodology refers the study of ordinary people’s 

commonsense. It can be explained as the study of common sense and its basis in 

interaction, and how this regulates our lives and gives meaning to our daily 

experiences (see Garfinkel, 1967). It focuses on the important role of discourse in 

people’s construction and deployment of different components of their social world. 

One of the most important premises of ethnomethodology is that the researcher takes 

the role of an observer and a student rather than expert and teacher when conducting 

a study. As Agar explains: 

When you stand on the edge of a village and watch the noise and motion, you 

wonder, ‘who are the people and what are they doing? ‘when you read a news 

story about the discontent of young lawyers with their profession, you wonder, 

‘what is going on here?’ Hypotheses, measurement samples, and instruments are 

the wrong guidelines. Instead, you need to learn about the world you understand 

by encountering it firsthand and making sense of it.  (1986, p. 12) 

 

Thus, ethnomethodology focuses on examining and explaining ordinary 

people’s natural interactions. Furthermore, in ethnomethodology researchers should 

not impose their understanding on the participants rather they need to view the 

interactions from the participants understanding. As Goffinan (1961, p. 283) points 

out, “the student of society can therefore use for his purposes the same models that 

members of society use for theirs”. This means that researchers aim to identify the 

methods laypeople use to understand and explain various components of the 

environment. The ultimate goal is “to describe methods persons use in doing social 

life” (Sacks, 1984, p. 21). Furthermore, Edwards (1997), states that the main 

ethnomethodological contribution to DP is its idea that mundane descriptions and 
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psychological topics perform discursive rhetorical functions. 

 

3.1.3 Conversation analysis (CA) 

 

Conversation analysis (CA) is a key contributor to discursive psychology and one of 

the most prominent qualitative analytical methods used to examine various social 

topics. It was developed soon after ethnomethodology. CA can be seen as an 

ethnomethodological enterprise that examines the interactional rules which regulate 

talk (ten Have, 2004). CA was initiated by Harvey Sacks in the form of lectures 

which he delivered in the University of California where he was teaching (Silverman, 

1989). These lectures were published in 1992 by Gail Jefferson in cooperation with 

Emanuel Schegloff. Sacks was influenced by Erving Goffman’s idea that talk is 

regulated by social sets of laws and that researchers should examine face to face 

interaction. Accordingly, talk should be viewed like other social institutions such as 

education, or religion. Sacks was seeking to discover the social rules that regulate our 

daily interaction. In his paper “Everyone has to lie”, Sacks (1975) developed a novel 

understanding of the nature of the rules that regulate our daily interaction. He 

indicated that verbal interaction is regulated by the sequence and the context of the 

interaction itself, rather than external social norms. He gave an example of how 

people respond to the mundane question of “how are you”, by saying “fine”. He 

suggested that this answer is the result of the conversational expectations, arguing 

that it is conventions that govern the interaction rather than the social system. In 

other words, he indicated that there is an expected answer for the question (‘how are 

you?). Hutchby and Wooffift (1998, p.1) provide a coherent account of the focus of 

CA: 

         

Conversation analysis is characterized by the view that how talk is produced and 

how the meanings of that talk are determined are the practical, social and 

interactional accomplishments of members of a culture. Talk is not seen simply 

as the product of two 'speakers-hearers' who attempt to exchange information or 

convey messages to each other. Rather, participants in conversation are seen as 

mutually orienting to, and collaborating in order to achieve, orderly and 

meaningful communication. The aim of CA is thus to reveal the tacit, organized 



 45 

reasoning procedures which inform the production of naturally occurring talk. 

The way in which utterances are designed is informed by the organized 

procedures, methods and resources which are tied to the contexts in why they are 

produced, and which are available to participants by virtue of their membership 

in a natural language community. 

 

One of the central premises of CA is the idea that talk is an interactive and 

well structured activity. People do not talk accidentally; rather utterances are 

“designed in their detail to be sensitive to their sequential context and to their role in 

the interaction” (Potter, 1996, p. 58). Consequently, the task of the researchers is to 

uncover these rules that organize people’s interaction in order to reach a better 

understanding of our social world. Moreover, there is a great emphasis on the 

sequence of the utterances because conversations are “designed in their detail to be 

sensitive to their sequential context and to their role in the interaction” (Potter, 1996, 

p. 58). Like discursive psychology CA is concerned with understanding the action 

orientation of talk. An additional idea in conversation analysts that is relevant to DP 

and to this thesis is the notion that talk is indexical and reflexive. These ideas 

emerged initially in ethnomethodology. Indexicality refers to the understanding that 

the meaning of any segment of talk is related to the context it occurs within. This 

notion is used in conversation analysis to emphasize the importance of examining the 

sequences of verbal interactions and how people orient to what is said earlier. It 

makes examining the surrounding conditions part of investigating the meaning of the 

words people uttered. This provides a clearer and more coherent picture of how 

people understand and respond to each other in the extract examined. The notion that 

talk is reflexive in nature refers to the idea that talk should be viewed as utilized to 

accomplish something. This notion is applied in CA and DP to examine the various 

discursive accomplishments of utterances (see Potter, 1996). Thus, when 

conversation analysts examine a transcript of a conversation, they need to transform 

their focus of “what happened, from a matter of a particular interaction done by 

specific people, to a matter of interactions as products of machinery” (Sacks, 1984, p. 

26). Hence, one of the goals of CA is to discover those “machinery” that regulate 

people’s interaction or “the tacit, organised reasoning procedures which inform the 

production of naturally occurring talk” (Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998, p. 1). Another 
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important idea shared by most discursive approaches is the notion that psychological 

and social topics do not arise in a void. Rather they are constructed as part of the 

social interaction which dominates humans’ lives. An individual would not develop 

an identity if there were no comparable counterparts which the individual interacted 

with and needed to relate to. A situation that allows the interaction and the 

comparison to take place is necessary as well. Hence, human behaviour is dominated 

by interaction and to examine any psychological concept we need to pay attention to 

the situation in which the concept is made live.  

The main difference between these approaches from one side and traditional 

social and cognitive psychology from the other side is the characterization of what 

should be the subject of investigation. While discursive schools see the social 

interaction between people which takes place in the form of words as the central 

component of human social lives. Consequently, talk is considered the subject of 

investigation, in contrast to cognitive and social psychology which view talk as 

reflective of what is going on within the speaker's mind. Thus, these researchers’ task 

is to uncover these formulas in order to understand human behaviour. They 

investigate the way people perform specific actions and the goal behind these actions 

in order to understand the human social world. By contrast, researchers who belong 

to social and cognitive psychology treat talk as a form which reflects psychological 

states or processes. 

Conversation analysis, discourse analysis, and discursive psychology view 

talk as action-oriented, and they have identified several rhetorical devices which 

people use to accomplish goals or to bring off particular actions.  These include 

active voicing (Wooffitt, 1992) extreme case formulations (Pomerantz, 1986; 

Edwards, 2000) and footing (Clayman, 1992). I will highlight how these devices 

were constructed and deployed throughout my analysis. Although I do not adopt a 

CA approach in this thesis, it is treated as a useful resource, and I draw on some of 

its ideas and findings in the analysis. My focus on social psychological issues such as 

identities rather than interaction per se, makes discursive psychology a more 

appropriate approach here.  
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3.2 Discursive psychology, ideas and methods. 

 

“discursive psychology is analytically focused on the way psychological 

phenomena are practical, accountable, situated, embodied and displayed.” 

(Potter, 2005, p. 739) 

 

Discursive psychology has been applied to examine various topics in psychology 

(Edwards & Potter, 2003; Hepburn & Wiggins, 2005). In particular it has been 

effectively used to challenge the dominant cognitivst approaches and to expose their 

shortcomings. DP studies have re-examined some of the prominent social 

psychological topics such as attitudes (Potter & Wetherell, 1987), causal attributions 

(Edwards, 1991; Edwards & Potter, 1993), how people use psychological terms in 

their daily experiences (Edwards, 1999, 2005), cognitive scripts (Edwards, 1994; 

1997), and collective identities (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Widdicombe, 1998). 

These psychological questions were re-investigated as discursive actions which take 

place within verbal interactions (Edwards & Potter, 2003; Hepburn & Wiggins, 

2005). The focus was on how these psychological themes are constructed and 

deployed through talk as a part of the interaction and what their social functions are. 

The results of these studies provide alternative explanations for various types of 

human behaviour. Potter (2005, p. 740) summarises DP’s view of a non-cognitive 

psychology as:  

Psychology in DP is first and foremost something practical. Psychology in this 

sense is bound up with people’s practices. Descriptions (of psychological, 

material or social objects) can be studied for the way they are invoked in 

activities such as blaming, complementing, inviting and so on (Potter, 1996). 

 

Thus, in DP psychological concepts such as identity, attitude, memory, and feelings 

are examined as situated practices, or things we do in situ. Thus, the meaning of any 

particular concept is based on the context, the way it was constructed, and the 

function it performed within the interaction. Hence, in DP researchers examine 

psychological concepts from the perspective of the people who are involved in the 

interaction through focusing on their utterances. Researchers do not assume the 

responsibility of deducing what a speaker meant by what they have said in any 
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segment of utterances or what was the desired goal from it. They analyse how the 

speakers who are involved in the conversation orient to what was said and the 

meaning behind it. Consequently, the researcher's task is limited to understanding 

what the participants are doing in their talk-in-interaction (Edwards, 2006; Potter, 

1996). 

One of the invigorating features of DP is that researchers should not have a 

specific agenda; rather they need to approach their questions with an open mind. As 

Sacks indicated, researchers “make a bunch of observations and see where they will 

go” (1984, p. 27). Thus, the researchers should be motivated by the intention of 

seeking to understand the examined interaction rather than confirming a pre-

formulated hypothesis. This is in contrast to the majority of traditional studies in 

psychology where researchers are motivated by the intention to confirm or reject the 

existence of a relationship between specific variables.  

In discursive studies researchers do not seek to confirm specific hypothesis, 

rather the way people construct, present, and describe their experiences is treated as 

the topic for investigation. Researchers highlight how the people involved in the 

interaction understand the action orientation of any segment of talk by examining 

next turns, rather than attempting to provide their explanation based on theories or 

pre-existing ideas. Discursive psychology is thoroughly empirical: its claims are 

based entirely on the actual data which is presented (Potter & Edwards, 2001). 

In contrast to cognitive and social psychology, discursive psychology is not 

interested in gaining insights into the cognitive process that is presumed to be the 

foundation of all types of human behaviour including talk. It does not intend to 

understand and explain what is going on inside people's heads. It considers people’s 

utterances the main arena for investigation, since this is where people interact and 

perform various forms of action, such as conforming, framing, accounting, 

promising, promoting, claiming, describing, and constituting specific events as 

realities.  

One of the central ideas of DP is that people discursively construct their 

social lives through talk. Potter, (1996) indicated that when people talk they 

construct specific versions of the events and the environment. Different people may 

constitute the ‘same’ event in different ways. In fact even the same person may 
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provide different accounts of the same event within a single conversation. Different 

constructions are not random passive reflections. Rather they are discursive 

accomplishments that perform specific social actions. Thus, examining different 

rhetorical accounts related to specific subjects would advance our understanding of 

how and why people discursively deal with this subject. For example, understanding 

why and how a specific group of people was portrayed within specific account would 

add to our knowledge of discursive business done through invoking and making this 

group relevant within the social interaction. Discursive studies focus on what is 

presented, how it is presented, and why. 

 

3.2.1 Constructing accounts as facts and realities 

 

What we find in discourse is that participants describe the world in 

[particular] ways. Through naming and narrating them, people descriptively 

construct events as following, or as departing from, some normative or expected 

order. (Edwards, 1997, p. 144) 

  

The term construction, which is a critical concept in discursive studies, refers to “the 

constructive nature of descriptions, rather than of the entities that (according to 

descriptions) exist beyond them” (Edwards, 1997, pp. 47-8). Discursive psychology 

studies focus on “how events are described and explained, how factual reports are 

constructed, how cognitive states are attributed” (Edwards & Potter, 1992, p. 2). 

Furthermore, DP argues that descriptions like all other rhetorical actions are 

indexical and reflexive. That means they can not be examined in isolation from the 

context they occur within. People construct descriptions and accounts to perform 

specific social actions, such as to blame, justify, or promise. These actions usually 

function as components of a bigger argument which the speaker is constructing. For 

example, in their discourse analytic study, Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) examined how 

a group of scientists managed the issue of accountability in their construction of their 

empiricist repertoires. They found that the scientists employed two different types of 

repertoires, the empiricist and the contingent repertoires. They used the empiricist 

repertoires to construct their beliefs and findings as factual, through presenting them 
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as “following unproblematically and inescapably from the empirical characteristics 

of an impersonal natural world” (Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984, p. 56). In contrast when 

the researchers were criticizing their opponents’ findings they constructed them as 

influenced by human factors rather than empirical procedures which makes the 

findings wrong . Thus, this study demonstrates that rhetoric as a social action plays a 

central role in people’s interaction even in fields that might be expected to be less 

influenced by rhetoric such as natural sciences. Furthermore, it shows that people can 

use rhetorical techniques in order to achieve tangible goals.  

To sum up, the matter of accounts’ factuality occupies a central place in talk-

in-interaction. Thus, people employ various techniques within their talk to address 

the factuality of their accounts. These techniques include footing, the issue of stake, 

category entitlement, the construction of consensus (see Potter, 1996). The use of 

these techniques is an important topic for investigation in DP. In particular to 

understand how speakers handle sensitive issues within interaction. Nevertheless, 

producing accounts or descriptions is not as straightforward a process as it might 

seem, people anticipate a counter account for any account they constitute. Thus, DP 

studies emphasise the importance of examining how people deal with the expected 

counter argument and why. I will review these techniques briefly because they are 

related to the analysis of this thesis.   

 

3.2.2 Category construction, entitlement, and category membership in 

DP 

 

Category construction within language is one of Sacks’ (1992) most influential ideas 

that were adopted by discursive psychologists. In his “hotrodder” study he examined 

how a group of youths discussed the issue of who they were and what they were 

doing in group therapy sessions. He argues that the individuals examined created a 

category for themselves, “hotrodders”, through their talk-in-interaction. The label of 

the newly formed category derived from the members’ ownership of a specific type 

of customised cars (hotrod). Sacks shows that these people used the descriptive term 

“hotrodder” as an effective way of constructing boundaries that define who belongs 

to the group and who does not (Edwards, 1998; Sacks, 1992). Furthermore, he argues 
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that categories are “Inference rich” which means they are associated with specific 

features, assumptions, and activities (known as category-bound attributes) (Sacks, 

1992). Thus, the importance of categories steams out of the consequentiality attached 

to them. He argues that there are certain expectations and conventions associated 

with each category (Hester & Eglin, 1997a; Jayyusi, 1984; Widdicombe & Wooffitt, 

1995).  A good example is this story opening line “the baby cried. The mommy 

picked it up” (Sacks, 1992).  Sacks (1992) reports that most people who would come 

across this line would assume that the mentioned mommy is the mother of the child 

and she picked up the child in response to the crying which is an activity related to 

her identity as a mother. However, none of these details are mentioned and the story 

maybe completely different. The assumptions are related to our understanding of the 

category-bound activities. This understanding makes us expect specific behaviour 

when a person is constructed through a specific identity. 

Another influential feature of CA that was adopted by discursive 

psychologists is Sacks’ central idea of category entitlement and the relationship 

between category membership and social identity (Potter, 1996). Sacks (1992) 

indicates that categories are constructed within interaction as rhetorical resources to 

perform specific social actions. In contrast to the majority of the studies in social 

psychology where researchers examine the categories that they think are important 

and relevant, Sacks indicates that the relevant categories are the categories that are 

made relevant by the speakers themselves within interaction. Another important idea 

is the notion of “category entitlement”. This refers to the idea that being a member of 

a specific category incorporates having specific abilities, knowledge, rights, and 

duties. For example being a police officer allows the person to ask certain questions 

if there was a crime and entitles people to approach him or her with requests and 

information. Similarly being a flight attendant carries the assumption that the person 

knows about the airplanes and airports. Being a doctor makes the person expected to 

help in certain situations. However the nature, boundaries and implications of the 

membership in any category and the entitlements attach to the category itself are not 

fixed. They can be constructed and deployed in many different ways (Potter, 1988). 

Each of the constructions is designed to perform specific social actions. For example, 

a doctor could justify his inability to help through indicating that he is specialized in 
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cancer and has no clue how to deal with broken leg. Hence, categories are flexible 

and negotiable (Jayyusi, 1984). In this thesis I will highlight how people construct 

category memberships and why. 

 

3.2.3 Blame, accountability and discursive psychology  

 

A major element of the way psychology is woven into everyday practices is 

through the focus on accountability. How are individuals (or collectivities, 

organizations, or intra-individual entities) constructed as sites of responsibility?  

        (Potter, 2005, p. 740) 

 

Analysis in DP distinguishes between two types of accountability. The first type 

deals with how people construct blame and responsibility when discussing various 

issues. Such as what happened, who is responsible and who is to be blamed and who 

should be praised and so on. The second type is when people manage their own 

responsibility within their talk (Potter, 2005). Usually the two types of accountability 

are connected to each other, people address their responsibility through highlighting 

the responsibility of the others and vice versa. As stated earlier, DP studies focus on 

the way people constitute various types of events in different ways and the intended 

goals of these constructions. Edwards and Potter (1992) indicate that the issues of 

responsibility, accountability, and agency play an important role in people’s 

discursive construction of events, items, and identities. As Edwards (1997, p. 7) puts 

it: 

“When people describe events, they attend to accountability. That is to say, 

they attend to events in terms of what is normal, expectable, and proper: they 

attend to their own responsibility in events and in the reporting of events.” 

 

Shotter (1989) defined social accountability as “the fact that we must talk only in 

certain already established ways, in order to meet the demands placed upon us by our 

need to sustain our status as responsible members of our society - where the “must” 

involved is a moral must” (p. 141). Thus, managing blame plays a central role in 

people’s utterances. It is important to stress here that when examining descriptions 

researchers don not treat them as facts and their factual status is not even investigated 
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in most discursive studies.  

To sum up, discursive psychologists believe that accountability is strongly 

related to the issue of producing descriptions. In DP when people talk they attend to 

the issue of responsibility within their accounts and for producing the account. In this 

thesis my main interest in gaining understanding of how people who have been in the 

armed conflicts in Iraq and Lebanon construct and deal with their experiences.  

 

3.3 Methods of data collection 

 

In the following section I outline how I recruited people for interviews and for the 

questionnaire, the nature and style of the interviews, the tape-recording procedure, 

the process of transcription, and the criteria of how I selected my data for analysis 

and finally how the coding themes for analysis were developed. 

 

3.3.1 Data 

 

The data in this thesis is drawn from three different sources. The first source is an 

open-ended question that was part of an extensive questionnaire which I distributed 

in Basra City, Iraq in June 2005. In that question I asked the participants to write 

down what they thought of the American invasion and why; I asked them to write as 

much as they wished to outline their point of view. Most of the participants were 

Iraqi university students and staff members of Basra University, in addition to 

laypeople who I approached in different places during my stay there.   

The second source is 56 media interviews that were conducted by TV stations 

such as Alarabiya and Aljazeera with various Iraqi politicians living in Iraq. 

Alarabiya and Aljazeera are news-focused TV channels and most of the interviews 

were made available on these TV stations’ websites with transcripts in Arabic. These 

interviews took place from 2003 to 2008 and were broadcast live. The average time 

duration for each one of these interviews is around 1 hour.  

Furthermore, I collected 47 media interviews with various Lebanese 

politicians in addition to 12 broadcast speeches made by prominent Lebanese figures. 
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These interviews and speeches took place in the period from 2006 to 2008 and were 

mainly addressing the armed conflicts, with an average time duration of about 1 hour 

for each interview. Again, most of the interviews were conducted and broadcast by 

Alarabiya and Aljazeera TV channels and the interviews were made available on 

their websites with transcriptions in Arabic. 

The third source of data which I used in this thesis was semi-structured 

interviews which I conducted in Lebanon in the period from 22 November to 10 

December of 2006. a few weeks after the ceasefire between Israel and Lebanon took 

effect.  I interviewed more than 50 Lebanese individuals from all walks of life. I 

asked them about their views on the war and what was happening in Lebanon. These 

interviews took place in different places, like coffeehouses, taxi cars, and in the sit-in 

protest staged by Hezbollah, AMAL, the Free Patriotic Movement and their allies, 

against the Lebanese government. Thus, in several interviews people other than the 

interviewees joined the conversation spontaneously, presenting their own views. In 

fact, on several occasions the interview developed into an open discussion between 

various Lebanese people who happened to be in the place of the interview. Hence, 

the duration of the interviews varies significantly. In total I recorded around 6 hours 

of conversations. The questions I asked were open-ended and were not specified in 

advance. The participants were encouraged to speak as much as they would like, 

without interruption, which in effect encouraged them to display the sort of 

variability that is a major feature of discourse and an important analytical tool. 

Interviewing in this way also encourages storytelling or narratives, since “it allows 

participants to develop long turns and tell things in their own way” (Edwards, 1997, 

p. 280). The data I present in this thesis represent a small part of the overall data 

collected.  

 

3.3.2 Multi methods and multi respondents 

 

The multi-method approach described above provided me with the opportunity to 

obtain different types of data. This allowed me to overcome the weaknesses of using 

a single method of data collection. In this thesis I analyse media interviews, which 

are naturally occurring data, and data that I obtained through interviewing and 
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written questionnaires. This provides me with the ability to examine and compare 

politicians’ discourse with that of laypeople. In addition, using semi-structured 

interviews and written questions allowed me to examine laypeople who are the most 

affected by the wars, while collecting media interviews provided me with access to 

the politicians’ accounts that play an important role in the process of armed conflicts.  

 

3.3.3 Ethics 

 

In the case of the semi-structured interviews which I conducted in Lebanon, every 

participant was advised of the nature of the research, and asked for their verbal 

agreement to be interviewed and to be tape-recorded. Participants were advised that 

they could withdraw from the interview or the research at any time. Because of the 

sensitive nature of the topic, if participants became upset or distraught I was ready to 

offer guidance as to where they could attain counselling if needed. In the case of the 

open-ended questionnaire which I distributed in Iraq, participants were advised of the 

nature of the research, and asked for their consent prior to being handed the 

questionnaire. Participants were informed and reminded several times that they could 

stop answering the questions at any time. I informed the participants that I could 

offer guidance to where they could attain counselling if required. On many occasions 

participants thanked me for interviewing them and for showing interest in examining 

what they were experiencing.   

 

3.4 Tape-recording 

 

Tape-recordings of the talk-in-interaction is one of the most important and widely 

used data collection techniques in qualitative studies. Heritage (1984a) argues that:  

the use of recorded data is an essential corrective to the limitations of intuition 

and recollection. In enabling repeated and detailed examination of the events of 

interaction, the use of recordings extends the range and precision of the 

observations which can be made. It permits other researchers to have direct 

access to the data about which claims are being made, thus making analysis 
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subject to detailed public scrutiny and helping to minimise the influence of 

personal preconceptions or analytical biases. Finally, it may be noted that 

because the data are available in ‘raw’ form, they can be re-used in a variety of 

investigations and can be re-examined in the context of new findings. (Heritage, 

1984a, p. 238) 

 

All the semi structured interviews used in this thesis were tape-recorded by a digital 

voice recorder. Similarly, I have obtained audio recordings for all the media 

interviews which I have used in this research project. This allowed me to listen to the 

interviews several times, in order to select the extracts I have used in this thesis.  

 

3.4.1 Translation and transcription  

 

After listening repeatedly to all the interviews which I conducted in Lebanon, I have 

chosen around 20 interviews which I have transcribed in Arabic. In the case of media 

interviews, I have listened to each and every one of them repeatedly and transcribed 

or modified the Arabic transcripts of around 20 interviews which I decided to use in 

the analysis. I have translated and transcribed all the interviews which I decided to 

use from Arabic into English. My main objective in translation was to produce 

English versions that reflect the meaning accurately and to be as close as possible to 

the original literal version. I have translated all the extracts used in this thesis from 

Arabic to English and retranslated them back to Arabic to make sure that they are 

accurate. Some of the English extracts seem unclear or contain grammatical errors. 

This is due to the fact that the original talk contained such feature. I have chosen not 

to correct these flaws to maintain the accuracy of the translation. Bull (2003) showed 

that evasiveness and obscurity is a discursive means which is used especially by 

politicians in order to protect themselves from potential criticisms. It is important to 

note that I had to exclude several extracts because it was not possible to translate 

them without either changing the meaning or adopting a different dictionary. The 

interviews were transcribed using some notation devices adapted from the system 

developed by Gail Jefferson (1984), (see Table 1 in the Appendix). However, I did 

not use notational symbols which convey features of vocal delivery such as laughter, 
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throat clearing, breath, and so on because my goal is to focus mainly on the 

discursive aspects of the accounts. I have added some punctuation to improve the 

readability of the text.  

 

3.4.2 Analytic procedure  

 

Hutchby and Wooffitt (1998) argue that transcribing the data is an essential part of 

the analysis, since it requires listening to the data repeatedly with a focus on 

understanding how the participants themselves managed the interaction. As I stated 

earlier, all of the interview extracts used in this study were transcribed and analysed 

in Arabic before being translated and transcribed into English to be reanalysed in 

English. When translating, I have complied with the translation procedure 

recommended by Bracken and Barona (1991), aiming for a culturally sensitive rather 

than literal translation. In other words, my main aim was to choose English words 

and phrases that represent the meaning accurately however without overlooking the 

literal vocabulary.  

 

3.4.3 Criteria for selecting extracts for analysis 

 

George Psathas, amongst others, argued that the researcher’s task is to approach the 

data with an unmotivated looking, rather than seeking to confirm a specific 

hypothesis. He argues that: 

What one ‘sees’ in a text, what one regards as worth describing, and what one 

chooses to emphasise in a description are all dependent on how one interprets a 

text. There is a positivist tendency to regard language texts as objects; whose 

formal properties can be mechanically described without interpretation. But try 

as they may, analysts cannot prevent themselves [from] engaging with human 

products in a human, and therefore interpretative way. (Fairclough, 1989, p. 27) 

 

Moreover, Edwards (1997) proposes that “any interactional phenomenon can be 

naturalized by treating it as natural” (p. 89). Interview data can therefore be treated 

as a “species of talk-in-interaction, as ‘interview’, rather than treating the questioner 
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as researcher, the question schedule as ‘method’ and only the responses as data” 

(ibid: 89) (cf. Wetherell & Potter, 1992; Widdicombe, 1998). In this thesis I have 

tried to select extracts that can explain some of the important aspects of the discourse 

of armed conflicts. The Iraqi and Lebanese politicians I decided to examine are 

considered influential figures within their countries. Moreover, in Lebanon’s case I 

have chosen media interviews that were conducted and broadcast during the war. In 

Iraq’s case there is a controversy about whether the insurgency and the fighting that 

has been taking place is in fact part of the 2003 war, or if it is a different conflict. 

Thus, I have chosen interviews that focused on the armed conflicts. In case of the 

interviews I conducted in Lebanon and the questionnaire data, I have chosen extracts 

which contain accounts that attend to the armed conflicts in a direct way.      

 

3.5 Themes and analysis 

 

Through repeated listening to the recordings and reading the transcripts of the 

interviews and the written answers, some noticeable and interesting features became 

obvious. Accordingly, I started coding the data into categories based on their action 

orientation, such as warranting the American invasion, rejecting Hezbollah‘s 

activities, denouncing violence, praising the suicide bombers, and so on. It is 

important to stress that the accounts of the wars which I have collected are complex 

narratives that deal with many different discursive matters simultaneously. Thus, 

grouping them into specific categories based on their action orientation was mainly 

done through identifying the most obvious function of the extract, and not the only 

one.  

I subsequently started the more detailed analysis of the chosen extracts. My 

analysis was informed by the techniques and ideas adapted in discursive psychology 

and the related discursive schools such as conversation analysis and discourse 

analysis (Edwards, 2005; Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998; Potter, 1996; Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987), and by my observations of the emerging patterns within the data. 

One of my first findings was that various participants present their experiences of the 

war in the form of accounts that frame the experience as less negative than 
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conventionally expected. The second pattern I found was that collective identities are 

constructed and employed in a flexible and even innovative way to function as part 

of the overall argument of the accounts in which they are situated. The third point is 

that issues of accountability play an obvious role in the way different accounts of 

wars are constructed and presented. Moreover, the ways in which various speakers 

discursively warrant or reject the use of extreme forms of violence, such as killing 

and suicide attacks, was done through employing various discursive techniques. I 

subsequently compared and tried to relate my findings with DP, discourse analysis, 

and conversation analysis studies. Selecting and re-selecting appropriate extracts, 

searching for patterns and lines, forming a coherent story for each chapter and for the 

thesis as a whole, were all happening simultaneously. The process of analysis 

continued throughout the thesis writing process. 

The next chapter is the first analytic chapter in this thesis. In this chapter I 

focus on how laypeople depict their experience of war as not entirely negative, 

mainly through analysing how Lebanese laypeople account for the war in Lebanon. 
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Chapter 4. Depicting war as not wholly deleterious   
 

4.1 Introduction 

 

I have shown in chapter 2 that there is a governing presupposition underlying most, if 

not all, prior psychological studies: war is essentially and principally an adverse 

experience with long-lasting effects on people’s psychological, behavioural and 

mental states. Thus, a significant number of psychological studies have been 

dedicated to uncovering the exact psychological and mental consequences of the war 

experience or the mechanisms that protect people from the effects of the war. 

However, the findings of these sorts of studies are often inconsistent or contradictory 

(cf. Card, 1983; Ferren, 1999; Kellezi, Reicher & Cassidy, 2009; Lifton, 1973; 

Milgram, 1986; Muldoon & Downes, 2007; Scholte et al., 2004; Toomey et al., 

2007). Furthermore, the majority of people who have experienced major wars, such 

as the Second World War, have overcome most of the psychological and mental 

implications of that experience. Indeed several studies have demonstrated that most 

of the countries that participated in the Second World War have enjoyed their longest 

and strongest economic and cultural boom shortly after the end of that war (see 

Martel, 2004; Milward, 1984).  

In her study of the ways in which veterans describe their experiences of war, 

Lomsky-Feder (1995) found that different soldiers present different understandings 

and evaluations for the same war. Similarly, Sokolovic (2005) argues that war is a 

complex issue and the accurate way to understand any war is to examine the views of 

the people who experienced that war. The persistence of war, whether it occurs in the 

form of civil conflicts or inter-state wars, suggests that the ways in which armed 

conflicts are described and justified need to be examined thoroughly, and examining 

how people who are in war rhetorically construct, warrant, reject and describe the 

events of the war is an important way to understand war from a discursive 

perspective (cf. Billig, 1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Hammack, 2006; Leuder & 

Nekvapil, 2007; Potter, 1996).  
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In this chapter I consider the view of war as self-evidently a negative experience, 

using a discursive psychology approach. The starting point for this thesis in general, 

and for this chapter in particular, is what Harvey Sacks (1984) describes as 

examining people’s utterances without having a pre-established agenda. I analyse a 

number of lay accounts that discuss armed conflicts which took place in Iraq and 

Lebanon. The goal is to understand how people who have been in war portray their 

experiences of the war in their own words.  

 

4.1.1 Data collection 

 

This chapter takes its data from semi-structured interviews which were conducted 

and recorded in Iraq in 2005 and in Lebanon in 2006. The participants are all 

civilians who had been living in their countries during the conflicts. The subjects 

were approached in Basra University or in the streets or coffeehouses in Basra city 

(2005) and were asked to participate. The Lebanese participants were approached in 

coffeehouses, as well as a sit-in protest which was organized by mainly Shiite and 

Christian parties in Beirut (2006) to demand the removal of the Lebanese 

government. The analysis process started with listening to tape recordings several 

times. As Hutchby and Wooffitt (1998) indicated, listening and understanding the 

data in the process of transcription is an important part of the analysis.  

 

4.1.2 Tales of war 

 

In this chapter I show that the participants, Iraqi and Lebanese laypeople, convey 

their experiences of war through building coherent accounts in the form of complete 

tales. Different speakers use various discursive strategies to create different versions 

of the war. In these accounts the participants, when asked to talk about their 

experience of the war, do not present mere descriptions of their experiences; rather, 

their accounts contain both characterisations and explanations of the war’s events, 

which are integrated together. Furthermore, each one of these accounts is composed 

of positive and negative portrayals of specific aspects of war. These contrasting 
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portrayals are intertwined into coherent stories of the war. These stories are designed 

to perform various discursive functions. In this chapter, I focus on accounts that 

contain positive aspects in relation to the experience of war.  

 

Analysis 

 

4.2 The incorporation of noble principles  

 

In the next three extracts, the participants convey coherent tales of the war. In the 

analysis, I focus on examining how, in each one of these tales, speakers incorporate 

positive evaluations into descriptions of the effects of the war.  

 

Extract 4.1 (Participant number: 1, around 60 years old, male, taxi 

driver; Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

1 I: can you tell me something about yourself? 

2 P: I’m from the South 

3  south of Lebanon (.) my name is H.M.M. 

4 I: can you tell me about the events that took place in July and August? 

5 P: thank God it was not that bad (.) 

6  no dignity without sacrifices (.2) 

7  we can’t preserve our dignity  

8  and honour without giving up blood (.) 

9  if we want to have dignity then we have to sacrifice (.)  

10  you didn’t go to the south to see the attacks? (2) 

11  ohhh they have destroyed so many buildings, many many buildings                                      

12  were entirely destroyed (.) a whole complex was erased 

13  nothing remained from those huge new buildings  

14   almost nothing, many many people have lost their lives 

15  the attacks were savage and brutal 

16  they didn’t spare civilians or elderly (.)  

17  or women not even the children  
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In this extract the interviewee introduces himself as being “from the South”. The 

general account reported by various media outlets (for example, BBC News, 

12/7/2006 onwards) and the participant’s account (sees lines 10-17) portray the south 

of Lebanon as the region most affected by the war. It is a predominately Shiite area 

and typically described as the base of Hezbollah. Thus, through describing himself as 

a person who belongs to that Lebanese area, the participant is building what Sacks 

(1992) describes as category entitlements for himself. He is presenting himself as a 

person who has direct knowledge of the war, someone entitled to speak about the war 

and capable of presenting a factual account of the events of the war (cf. Potter, 

1996).  

In line 3 he presents his full name, which can be seen as a way of taking 

responsibility for the argument he will present (see Edwards, 1997). The participant 

here is attending to the issue of accountability in a way that is designed to make his 

account seem factual (Potter, 1996). In line 5 he constructs a concise assessment of 

the war, saying “thank God it was not that bad”. Genette (1980) indicates that 

speakers can convey their accounts of the same subjects, objects and people in many 

different ways. At the same time Potter (1996) maintains that people’s accounts are 

driven by their interests, are constructed with consideration for expected counter-

arguments and designed to make the person’s position seem acceptable. The 

participant here is constructing what can be described as an unexpected, short 

appraisal of the war which seems positive and performs several discursive actions 

(cf. Billig, 1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992, 2003; Edwards, 2005; Pomerantz, 1978; 

Potter, 1996; Sacks, 1992). This formulation implies that the war, although “bad”, 

did not break the people. Thus, this implies that Lebanese people are capable of 

surviving despite the losses. Through this account the participant is subtly portraying 

himself, and consequently his group, as resilient people who did not accept defeat. 

The participant does not present complaints and does not attempt to support his 

evaluation, which makes his evaluation seem factual (see Potter, 1996).  

 In lines 6-9 the interviewee invokes the concepts of “dignity and honour” as 

being a part of the rationale of the war. He builds these two notions as essential 

objectives that “cannot be preserved” “without giving up blood”. In this formulation, 

the speaker is constructing and utilising the notions (“dignity and honour”) in a 
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similar way to how William of Normandy used the notion of noble blood to warrant 

his war (as cited in Billig, 1995, p. 1). This account reifies the two concepts, “dignity 

and honour”, into existential objectives that deserve “sacrifices”. This is designed to 

discursively portray the speaker and his group in an appealing way, as people with 

principles, and who make sacrifices to preserve these principles (cf. Billig, 1995; 

Potter, 1996). This is analogous to Graham, Keenan and Dowd’s (2004) point that 

“Throughout history, political leaders have convinced millions of people to sacrifice 

their lives and the lives of others in warfare for some greater good or other” (p. 200). 

Most importantly, through invoking these concepts the speaker establishes them as 

the standard for the evaluation of the war. This allows him to avoid discussing 

aspects of the war that do not support his argument, such as comparing the losses on 

both sides. Hence, the participant here is building up the war in a way that warrants 

Hezbollah’s activities and prepares the ground for supporting its rationale. 

In lines 11-15 the interviewee illustrates the negative consequences of the 

war. He focuses explicitly on describing physical consequences of the Israeli attacks. 

In lines 12-13 he uses extreme case formulations to describe the effects of the 

attacks, saying “many many buildings were entirely destroyed” and “nothing 

remained from those huge new buildings”. Pomerantz (1986) argues that people tend 

to use extreme case formulations when they are discussing moral activities, such as 

warranting, rejecting and criticising, and that these formulations are effective 

rhetorical devices designed to invoke the maximum or the minimum state of the 

subjects discussed, object or event. Here the participant deploys these formulations to 

emphasise the harmful consequences of the war, with the extent of damage implying 

that the act of destruction was deliberate. It is important to note here that the speaker 

is talking only about civilians and civilian infrastructures that have been attacked. 

This frames the Israeli attacks as erroneous and difficult to warrant since civilians 

should not be targeted, according to international laws and common sense. In lines 

16 to 17, the participant constructs the attacks as intentional and evil, saying that the 

Israeli Army “didn’t spare civilians or elderly”. In line 15 he describes “the attacks” 

as “savage and brutal”. It is also important to highlight that the negative descriptions 

of the war in lines 11 to 17 only discuss the attacks that were carried out by Israel, 

and without providing any explanations for why such acts were carried out. Through 
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indicating that the Israeli Army “did not spare civilians or elderly”, the participant 

depicts Israel as the aggressor that deliberately targeted the vulnerable masses. Thus, 

this account assigns the blame solely to Israel. It portrays Israel as responsible for 

destroying the civilian Lebanese infrastructure and killing “many many people”.  

It might seem as if this detailed account of the war, which is organised around 

words such as “destruction” and “brutal”, “savage” “attacks”, contradicts the initial 

general assessment of the war as “not that bad”. To fully understand the discourse of 

this account it is important to go back to lines 6-9. In these lines, the speaker invokes 

and deploys notions of “sacrifices”, “dignity”, “blood” and “honour”. In effect, this 

allows the participant explicitly to illustrate the negative events of the war without 

being seen as accepting defeat, and to re-frame them in relation to more positive 

aspects. 

In line 9, the speaker deals with what could be one of the key psychological 

questions related to modern armed conflicts, that is, how civilians view the 

destructive effects of armed conflicts. He constructs a deductive argument: “if we 

want to have dignity then we have to sacrifice”. Through this formula the participant 

reconstitutes killing, destruction and other losses that were inflicted on him and his 

people as a result of this war (cf. Billig, 1995).  Such reconstitutions are a principle 

part of every armed conflict and a necessary price for the preservation of more 

important objectives: honour and dignity. Here he is converting concrete negative 

consequences of war, which usually function as generic evidence in opposition to 

war, into amorphous objectives. It is important to stress that the speaker does not 

deny, underestimate or minimise the deleterious effects of the war or the devastation 

inflicted on the Lebanese as a result of this war. Nonetheless, he brings in “dignity 

and honour” as notions that attenuate the negative psychological effects of the war’s 

events and draws a moderate overall assessment of the war (“not that bad”). The idea 

of preserving dignity and honour allows the speaker to claim that they have 

accomplished something important in the war, that the losses the Lebanese people 

sustained can be viewed as sacrifices, which the Lebanese people did not make in 

vain. Through building up the importance of dignity, which the participant states 

cannot be maintained without blood, he subtly prepares the ground to warrant 

support for the rationale of the resistance. Importantly, the speaker’s repeated use of 
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the words “we” and “our” implies that he speaks as a group member. However, the 

speaker does not identify his group. This allows him to avoid entering into the 

controversy attached to discussing collective identities in Lebanon, which makes the 

argument more coherent. 

To sum up, in this account the speaker discusses his experience of the war in 

ways that present an overall positive evaluation. Though it begins by playing down 

the negative aspects of the war, and then goes on to stress its harmful effects, it is 

nevertheless a coherent account. By stressing the negative effects, it portrays Israel 

as the evil side in the war, to which blame is solely attributed and acquitting 

Hezbollah of any responsibility. By depicting the war as one that his group can 

endure, he portrays his own side as resilient. By framing the war as about abstract 

principles, this endurance is transformed from suffering and loss into noble sacrifice.  

In the following extract, the same speaker presents a sad personal experience 

that is related to the war. 

 

Extract 4.2 (Participant number: 1, 34, around 60 years old, male, taxi 

driver, Beirut , Lebanon) 

 

1 P: let me tell you something (1) 

2  I have lost a young man in the war with Israel in 2000 

3  I’m proud that I have a martyr  

4  we raise our children to be martyrs and they raise theirs to be traitors  

5  this is the difference between us and them. 

6 I: may I ask you what your feeling was when that happened? 

7 P: believe me I was very patient (.8) 

8  very patient  

9  it was as if it happened to someone else  

 

 

In the above extract the participant discusses the death of his young son due to the 

war. He reformulates losing his son, which is generically a sad event, into having a 

martyr. This reformulation allows the speaker to build a different account that entails 

different features and characteristics of losing his son. He portrays “having a martyr” 

as something of which he is “proud”. In line 4, he continues building up the 
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significance of having a martyr; he states that “we raise our children to be martyrs”. 

This formulation implies that having a martyr is a reason for satisfaction rather than 

sadness. Thus, the speaker uses the notion of a martyr, which he builds in a specific 

way, to re-characterise the death of his son. Here he is presenting a personal 

experience; this makes his account appear factual (Potter, 1996). Through the use of 

the word “we” the speaker implies that he is talking as a member of a group rather 

than as an individual, yet in line 7, he describes his personal feelings when he lost his 

son as being “patient” and, in line 8, as “very patient”. This patience is hearable as a 

form of individual endurance, for the greater good of his group. Thus, the speaker 

manages to present concrete representations of the negative consequences of the war 

while at the same time portraying a positive message. Through invoking notions of 

martyrdom and patience the participant reformulates the implications of war. 

Through reifying these ideas the participant reformulates losing a son into gaining a 

martyr.  

In the following extract another participant also deals with the war through 

discussing his personal experience.  

 

Extract 4.3 (Participant: 2, 40 years old, male, participant in the 

protest, Beirut , Lebanon) 

 

1 I: first though can you tell me something about yourself? 

2 P: my name is Y. M. 

3    several people were yelling “his brother is a martyr”  

4 P: (1) I have lost my brother   

5  he was killed, it was an accident he was just passing one of the bridges  

6  he was going to his work (.) he was not fighting (.2) 

7  he was not in the battlefield when he was killed  

8  I consider him a martyr  

9  because he died as a result of aggression from another country  

10  that was attacking Lebanon on its territory 

11  Lebanon wasn’t attacking them (.) 

12  I felt the loss I have lost my brother 

13  I have overcome my feelings through my belief 

14  and the support from friends and family 
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15  mostly through the belief   

16  in the end the one who kills is killing a body  

17  not the values, or the rights, not the cause  

18  all the killing 

19 the brutal killing that has taken place during the war 

20  did not accomplish anything  

21  despite thousands of people who have been killed (.)  

22  the Israelis couldn’t achieve any victory 

23  that is also due to the belief 

24  maybe my brother's destiny was to die at that moment   

25  many people wanted to die instead of him (.) 

26  since he died for a cause   

27  a cause that is just and right 

 

 

In this extract, the speaker presents what could be considered a testimony of his 

personal experience of the war. The participant chooses to make his brother’s death 

the focus of the interview, a topic that makes the account more factual and harder to 

counter (cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996). He builds up what happened to 

his brother gradually, starting with neutral terms, saying that the brother was “killed” 

in an “accident” when the brother was “going to his work”. This conveys the 

ordinariness of the circumstances in which his brother was killed. The interviewee 

further emphasises that his brother was a non-combatant, stating that he “was not 

fighting, he was not in the battlefield when he was killed” (lines 6-7), cementing the 

notion that this was not a part of the formal war. Nevertheless, in line 8 the speaker 

describes his brother as a “martyr”.  

In lines 9 to 10 the speaker explains why he considers his brother a martyr, 

implying that the notion may be heard as problematic. He indicates that his brother 

“died because of an aggression from another country that was attacking Lebanon on 

its territory”. Hence, the speaker describes the war as an “aggression on Lebanon”. 

This formulation is commonly used in the discourse of wars to attribute the blame to 

just one of the two fighting sides (Herrera, 2003). By framing the war as an 

aggression on Lebanon, he presents Lebanon as a passive victim, implying that the 

Lebanese, like his brother, are innocent victims.  
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The literal translation of the word (shahead ����� ) means “witness”. It is 

culturally used to describe people who lose their lives while fighting for their religion 

or country. In Islamic mythology, martyrs do not die, they just move from one state 

to another and they stay alive as God’s witnesses. Thus, one of the main implications 

of being a martyr is that a person is not dead. Hence, his family and friends should 

not be sad. Moreover, families that have martyrs are expected to show pride. 

Through this formulation the participant manages to shift the feelings associated with 

the event from sadness into pride through employing a cultural concept (cf. Billig, 

1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992, 2003; Edwards, 2005; Pomerantz, 1978; Potter, 1996, 

2005; Sacks, 1992; Schegloff, 1999).   

In lines 16 to 22 the speaker discusses the result of the war. He frames what 

Israel has done as killing the “body” but “not the values, or the rights, not the cause”. 

The use of the three part list functions as a way to emphasise the notion that the 

enemy did not win (Atkinson, 1984 a, b). Through invoking the concepts of “values” 

and “belief” the speaker brings in more positive features relating to the war, as it 

counters any argument that Israel has won the war. The notions of “values” and 

“belief” also shift the focus away from more concrete data such as the number of 

casualties and the scale of destruction on both sides. In other words, in this case the 

speaker invokes relative concepts that are hard to completely discard, in order to 

counter an expected argument that might be based on more tangible evidence. 

In lines 18 to 19 the speaker constitutes a discursive formulation on the basis 

of actions and results of the attacks. He constructs what Israel was doing in the war 

as “killing” and “brutal killing”. This consequently prepares the ground for 

denouncing Israel, not just its activities. Nevertheless, the result of this killing is not 

the expected victory but, rather, failure: “they did not accomplish anything” (line 20), 

and right prevailed. This formulation constitutes one of the sides in the war, Israel, in 

a very negative way, and therefore its opponent more positively, and resembles the 

classic narrative of the conflict between good and evil, where evil is stronger in the 

beginning and inflicts a significant damage but for one reason or another, good 

eventually wins. By referring to criteria that are relative and amorphous (such as 

beliefs, values and causes) rather than more concrete data (such as casualties, such as 

the speaker’s brother), the concrete negative aspects of war are transformed into a 
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more abstract positive portrayal: the evil aggressor has been defeated. 

In line 22, he introduces the final result of the war, stating that “the Israelis 

couldn’t achieve any victory”, attributing that to the Lebanese people’s “belief” in 

their just cause. The speaker uses the notion of “belief” twice: in lines 13 and 15, as 

the reason that helped him overcome his loss; and in line 23, as the object that 

prevented Israel from achieving victory. This formulation links the notion of belief in 

personal loss to political reality, and the frames the death of his brother to the 

interpretation of victory over Israel. 

To sum up, the speaker constitutes the accidental death of his brother, a non-

combatant, as an act of martyrdom, and the war as an aggression of another country 

against his country. By stressing the negative aspects of war, the wrongness of the 

aggressor is built up, while the appeal to abstract concepts allows him to portray the 

war as a victory, in which his brother played a role after all. 

In the next section the participants organise their tales of their experiences of 

the war around emotional experiences.   

 

 

4.3 invoking the role of feeling in constructions of resilience  

 

In the next two extracts participants discuss the war through describing and 

explaining their feelings during the war. 

 

Extract 4.4 (Participant number: 3, 24 years old, male, protester, 

Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

1 I: how did you feel in the beginning of the war and later on?  

2 P: without a doubt we were scared, we felt fear   

3  because the war was (.2) if I may say barbaric  

4  especially the air raids with the smart weapons and the missiles  

5  which could get us wherever we were (.5)  

6  what increased our fear was the attacks on the infrastructure  

7  if you are near a bridge or you need to pass through a bridge  

8  to go to your work you would be afraid  
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9  this thing happened with me (.)  

10  there was an air bombing in front of me  

11  I was going to my work and just in front of me  

12  5 seconds away from me my friend died (martyred) and I survived  

13  this increased my fear and what made it even worse  

14  is that they did not spare any important area or bridge (.2)  

15  so yes we were afraid  

16  but the resistance withstanding surprised us  

17  frankly we knew that Hezbollah is strong and organised  

18  but not up to this degree (.) maybe the whole world was surprised  

19  not just the Lebanese  

20  this is why we calmed psychologically  

21  we knew after a week that with their resistance we would survive  

22  and this is what happened  

23  and we have contributed with some things  

24  and they resisted and defended Lebanon  

25  this is what took away our fear  

26  especially after we had seen that the Israelis are incapable of advancing   

 

 

In the above extract the speaker describes his emotional experience. Discursive 

theorists argue that the presentations of “feelings” add authenticity to accounts and 

make them seem factual (Edwards, 1997). Like the previous extracts, this account 

contains two different pictures. In lines 2 to 15 the speaker illustrates the negative 

feelings and the factors that generated these feelings. In line 2 he presents “fear” as 

the dominant feeling. In line 3 he justifies why they were frightened through 

describing the war as “barbaric”. Further on, in lines 4 and 5 he precisely identifies 

an aspect that caused fear, which is “the air raids with the smart weapons and the 

missiles which could get us wherever we were”. It is important to stress that he uses 

the words “we” and “ours” throughout his talk, especially when discussing the 

feelings and the general experiences of the war. The use of the words “we” and “our” 

implies that he is not exceptional in this experience; rather it is a collective 

experience and he is speaking as a member of a group of people who share this 

understanding.  

In lines 10 to 13 he presents a personal life-threatening experience in which 
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there was “bombing in front of” him. He states that his “friend died” while he 

“survived”. In line 14 he frames the attacks as intentional, stating that the Israeli 

Army “did not spare any important area or bridge”. This functions as a justification 

for being “afraid”. Overall, this account of the events and of the feelings of the 

people characterises the war on the basis of fear, attacks and death. 

However, in line 16 he presents a positive experience, that of the “resistance”. 

He explains in line 17 how the “resistance withstanding” was surprising, indicating 

that “we knew that Hezbollah is strong and organised but not up to this degree”. Here 

he describes the strength of Hezbollah as a pleasant surprise that made the speaker 

and his group “calm psychologically”. He attributes the change of feelings from 

“fear” to being psychologically calm to the understanding that they “would survive” 

“and this is what happened”.  Thus, though the speaker describes the negative face of 

the war, at the same time he constitutes a favourable aspect, that is the ability of the 

resistance to withstand the attacks, which led to a redeeming ending.  

In the next extract the participant deals with emotional experience in a 

different way. 

 

Extract 4.5 (Participant number: 4, 30 years old, male, businessman, 

Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

1 I: Have you been affected by the war and how? 

2 P: yes we have been affected financially but not emotionally (.)  

3  why not emotionally? 

4  because for the first time  

5  we felt that the Arabs’ dignity came back   

6  for the first time we felt that the Arabs  

7  and I do not want to talk just about the Lebanese  

8  I want to talk about the Arabs who have been silent  

9  for long, long periods while the petrol was being stolen 

10  they were stealing the petrol  

11  while the Palestinians’ lands were being stolen 

12  while the head of the Palestinian Authority Yasser Arafat was being  

13   assassinated (.) while they were carrying out attacks against Lebanon  

14  with the massacres that took place and everything  
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15  our rights were despoiled and we were silent  

16  this time we felt something different  

17  we felt happy we had our dignity back  

18  they ran away defeated  

19  the effect was very positive emotionally  

20  and when the emotional effect is positive no one speaks  

21  about material losses  

 

In the above extract the interviewee also builds an account that contains two distinct 

sides. The first one, lines 9 to 15, is a sad story of Israeli aggressions against Arabs 

over a long time prior to the 2006 war. The second story (lines 2 to 8, 16 to 21), is a 

story of resilience that is organised around specific implications of the last war. In 

line 2 the speaker uses the word “we” to answer the question, which again implies 

that he is talking on behalf of a group. As an effect, this presents the argument as 

reflecting the opinions of a group of people, hence it strengthen the power of the 

opinion. He states that they “have been affected financially but not emotionally”. In 

line 3 the participant assumes the role of the interviewer by asking a question, which 

he answers in the following lines. Changing the setting of the interview allows the 

participant to talk more freely and take more time to build up his argument. 

Furthermore, that allows him to choose the topic of the conversation. He forms a 

complete tale to answer his question rather than a concise response, one that is 

similar to the previous accounts of the war.  

In lines 4 to 5 the participant explains why he has not been hurt emotionally. 

He attributes that to the idea that this war brought the Arabs’ dignity back. He 

portrays restoring Arab dignity as an important objective that mitigated the negative 

emotional effects of the war. The speaker continues using the word “we”, which 

implies that he is speaking on behalf of a group, and identifies his group as “Arab, 

not just Lebanese”. This extends the group portrayed by the speaker as his group in 

relation to the war, which is a technique used by speakers to make their arguments 

more appealing (see Hopkins & Reicher, 1997; Reicher & Hopkins, 1996, 2001; 

Reicher, Hopkins& Condor, 1997). In lines 9 to 15 the interviewee portrays a 

negative picture of the Arabs’ situation caused by Israel’s attacks. He points at 

specific incidents such as the assassination of “Yasser Arafat” and the “attacks 
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against Lebanon”. Highlighting these well-known incidents is designed to portray 

Israelis as genetically aggressive and consequently the side that bears the blame. In 

line 14 he describes the attacks carried out by Israel against the Arabs as 

“massacres”.  

In line 16 the speaker shifts the attention, indicating that in this war they “felt 

something different” in contrast to what used to happen in the previous conflicts. In 

lines 17 to 18 he describes their feelings as being “happy” because Israel was 

“defeated”. This characterises the Israeli as craven in contrast to the Lebanese who 

were presented as gained their dignity back. He states that the “positive” feelings 

alleviate any negative effects of the financial loss. This discursive formulation does 

not deny the occurrence of financial losses rather it attenuates it influence on the 

overall rational of the war. In conclusion, through invoking the history of the Arab-

Israeli conflict the speaker presents the 2006 war as a moral triumphant for the Arab, 

without denying the losses that resulted from it.  

In the following extract the participant discusses the war through focusing on 

the involved sides. 

 

Extract 4.6 (Participant number: 5, male, 35 years old, protester; 

Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

1 I:      can you tell me about the events that took place in July and August? 

2 P:     what happened is that ohh the last war was agreed upon between  

3   the current government and Israel 

4  to eradicate a specific group from Lebanon 

5  and the proof is that what has been attacked is just one group in Lebanon 

6  and its houses have been destroyed 

7   and on top of all that they didn’t give us any aid or anything 

8  we are here protesting to achieve our right 

9  and to form a clean government cleaner than the current one 

 

In the above extract the participant reformulates what the interviewer presents as 

“events” (line 1) into “war” (line 2). He frames this description as general 

knowledge, thus he does not provide any further information t support it. In lines 3 to 

4 he describes the “war” as something that was coordinated between “the current 



 75 

government and Israel” “to eradicate a specific group from Lebanon”. Here the 

speaker presents the Lebanese government as being an accomplice with Israel against 

a group of Lebanese citizens. Furthermore, describing the war as a result of an 

agreement between two countries formulates the two countries as responsible for the 

“war”. This formulation portrays Israel and the Lebanese government as being joint 

against a Lebanese. Hence, the national identity is not relevant in this constitution of 

the conflict. The conflict is not between the Israelis and the Lebanese or between 

Israel and a part of Lebanon; it is a war in which the Lebanese government 

cooperates with another state against some of its own citizens. It is important to note 

here that the speaker identifies the responsible side explicitly, while he is vague 

when identifying the targeted Lebanese group that has suffered from the war, and not 

helped by the government. In lines 8 to 9, the participant shifts the issue from what 

happened in the war into what he is doing at the time of the interview and what he 

wants to accomplish in the future. The goal is to “form a clean government” and this 

is done through protesting. He does not present it as a personal stand; rather through 

the repeated use of the words “we” and “our” he implies that he is speaking as a 

member of the aforementioned group, which will replace the current government and 

create a better situation.  

To conclude, the speaker draws a picture of the war and then he uses it as a 

premise to justify his current behaviour, which is participating in a protest against his 

government. The way the speaker accounts for the war is designed to deal with his 

present behaviour as much as with the previous experience, but the way in which the 

speaker describes the war implies that he and his group have overcome it, despite the 

losses they sustained, and now look forward to better times.  

In the next extract the speaker reaches a similar conclusion to the previous 

ones through focusing on different aspects. 

 

 

Extract 4.7 (Participant number: 6, around 40 years old, male, teacher; 

Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

1 I: how would you describe the events that took place in July and August? 

2 P: I think it was necessary that Hezbollah attacked the Israelis 
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3 because we have prisoners there and these prisoners were captured 

4 while defending the country (.) they are people like us so we should bring  

5 them back to their country  

6 so they could live in peace and freedom (.) 

7 we did not expect that the Zionist reaction 

8 would be this way and with this brutality  

9 but thank god we were tough and we triumphed 

 

In the above extract the speaker discusses the war through attending to the trigger 

incident. He reformulates the trigger incident the war in a way that acquits Hezbollah 

from the blame for causing the war (cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996). He 

does not deny that Hezbollah is the side that carried out the first attack in the war, but 

he counters the blame attached to the initial armed attack in a war through describing 

the attack as “necessary”. In order to further warrant that attack, he avoids discussing 

whether that attack was the trigger of the war or whether the attack was right or 

wrong. Instead, in lines 3 to 5 he creates an account that explains and justifies the 

“necessary” Hezbollah attack by highlighting the motive of that attack, that is, 

rescuing Lebanese “prisoners” in Israel who “were captured while defending the 

country”. In line 4, the speaker aligns himself with Hezbollah through the use of the 

term “we”. He also uses the term “we” repeatedly later to imply that he is 

representing the opinion of the Lebanese. In line 6, the participant describes the goal 

of Hezbollah’s attack as allowing the prisoners to “live in peace and freedom”. This 

formulation justifies the attack and constitutes the act as one of benevolence. 

In line 7, the participant describes the Israeli reaction as unexpected and 

brutal. This relieves Hezbollah of the responsibility for the war and designates Israel 

as culpable instead. As above, the deleterious aspects of the war are stressed, yet are 

made subordinate to the resilience of his people, which in turn led to “triumph” (line 

9). Thus, the speaker is able to describe the war suffering in a way that portrays the 

enemy as evil and his own side not only as righteous but also victorious. 
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4.4 The incorporation of other moral evaluations 

 

In the following two extracts the participants organise their accounts of war around 

various positive sides. 

 

Extract 4.8 (Participant number: 7, 20 years old, male, a protester; 

Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

 

1 I: Have you been affected by the war and how? 

2 P: the thing that affected me the most  

3  was the fact that the Lebanese nation was united  

4  and the way the Lebanese people supported the resistance  

5  and the Southern people  

 

Extract 4.9 (Participant number: 8, 22 years old, female, student; 

Beirut, Lebanon) 

 

1 P: I consider the aggression (.)  

2  the war the event that happened in July  

3  with all its ugliness with all its cruelty  

4  and all the adverse scenes that were there (.)  

5  that war ended the idea that the Israeli Army is invincible  

6  it gave a bright face to Lebanon and what is going on within Lebanon 

7  and to the resistance 

8   it made the whole world see that Lebanon is the one being attacked 

 

In the first extract the speaker presents a positive picture of the war through 

highlighting what could be described as a positive side effect of the war. He 

identifies the thing that affected him the most as “the fact that the Lebanese nation 

was united and the way the Lebanese people supported the resistance and the 

Southern people”. Unlike the previous extracts, the speaker does not refer to negative 

aspects, but speaks as an individual by the construction “I consider…”, he is 

constructing his account as personal understanding which allows him to avoide 

potential criticism (see Potter, 1996). 
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In extract 4.9 the speaker uses several powerful terms to build up a negative 

account of war. He describes what happened in July as “cruel”, “ugly”, “aggression”, 

“war” which contained “adverse scenes”. Nonetheless, these negative direct 

characteristics of the events do not lead to a bleak final assessment of the war. 

Rather, they contribute to a surprising positive outcome of the war, which is “ending 

the idea that the Israeli Army is invincible” (line 5). In lines 6 to 7, he continues 

building up the positive effects of the war, indicating that “the war gave a bright face 

to Lebanon and to what is going on within Lebanon and to the resistance”. In line 8, 

the participant produces a closing positive assessment of the effects of war, saying 

that “it made the whole world see that Lebanon is the one being attacked”. Thus, in 

this extract, the participant manages to transform a negative account of the war into 

one that is positive, at the same time as he attributes ugliness, aggression and cruelty 

to the Israeli Army. 

In the next extract the speaker organises his account around the outcome of 

the war. 

 

 Extract 4.10 (Participant number: 9, 38, male, 41 years old, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: what do you think of the American invasion and why? 

2 P: the American invasion was necessary  

3  although the fighting has increased within our country  

4  I still believe the invasion was necessary  

5  who would forget our joy when Saddam's regime collapsed  

6  we felt that America was supporting this nation  

7  and was rescuing us from the injustice, oppression and death 

8  the United States wanted to help us through all means   

9  and we wanted the American forces to enter Iraq  

10  and to stay in it  
 

In the above extract, this time from an Iraqi, the participant warrants the American 

invasion of Iraq through describing it as “necessary”. He then attends to the expected 

criticism organised around the negative consequences of that invasion. He admits 

that “the fighting has increased”, nonetheless, he “still believes that the invasion was 
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necessary”. Through describing the dominant feeling when Saddam’s regime 

collapsed as joy, he invokes positive implications of the invasion, and justifies that 

feeling through pointing out that “America was supporting this nation”. In line 7, he 

continues justifying his warrant of the American invasion through describing life 

under the ex-regime. He portrays it as being contaminated with “injustice, oppression 

and death”, using a three-part list to highlight the suffering Iraqi people experienced 

under Saddam’s rule. Describing the situation under Saddam in a very negative way 

enables the participant to portray the invasion as a desired rescue. Importantly, the 

speaker is using the words “we” and “us” to imply that his view represents other 

people, in this case the nation (see Leuder & Nekvapil, 2007, Oddo, 2011). In line 8, 

he describes the motive of the “United States” as helping them. He maintains that 

they “wanted the American forces to enter Iraq”. The use of the term “enter” presents 

the advance of the American troops into Iraq as a mundane behaviour (see Potter, 

1996). In line 10, the speaker asserts that they wanted the American forces to stay in 

Iraq, reinforcing how welcome they were. This makes the support of Iraqi people to 

the American intervention factual. Through this account the participant warrants the 

American invasion without being seen as unpatriotic, by describing it as necessary 

and in Iraqis’ interests. By portraying the negative aspects of Saddam’s regime, the 

constructive causes of the invasion are built up, despite the current difficult situation 

that he acknowledges.  

Similar accounts are presented by the next two Iraqi participants. 

 

Extract 4.11 (Participant number: 10, 51 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: what do you think of the American invasion and why? 

2 P: I believe that the American invasion was right 

3  for me as an oppressed Iraqi  

4  I consider the American invasion liberation  

 

Extract 4.12 (Participant number: 11, 32 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 
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1 I: what do you think of the American invasion and why? 

2 P: it was not an invasion it was liberation 

3  under the previous regime I never felt that I was a real citizen 

4  I always felt that I was a prisoner in a big prison 

 

 

In extracts 4.11 and 4.12 the two participants warrant the American invasion of Iraq 

through invoking the nature of the ex-regime as oppressive and the situation under 

that regime as dominated by oppression. In the first extract, the participant 

characterises “the American invasion” as “right”. In line 3 he defends this appraisal 

through introducing himself as “an oppressed Iraqi”. Assuming the identity of “an 

oppressed Iraqi” allows the participant to describe the American invasion as 

“liberation” (line 4). Here the fact that the speaker mobilises the identity of being 

“oppressed” to defend his appraisal of the American invasion indicates that that 

appraisal could be problematic. In the second extract, the participant starts by 

objecting to the use of the term “invasion” to describe what happened in Iraq. He 

indicates that the right description is “liberation”, and uses an extreme case 

formulation (EFC) to describe himself in the previous situation in Iraq, stating that “I 

never felt that I was a real citizen”. The use of this ECF gives maximum power to the 

claim that what happened in Iraq was liberation as opposed to invasion (Pomerantz, 

1986). In line 4 of the second extract the participant describes himself as having been 

a “prisoner” “in a big prison” during Saddam’s rule. Again, through describing his 

subjective feelings and an understanding of the situation under the ex-regime, the 

participant increases the factuality of his evaluation of the American intervention as 

“liberation” (Wooffitt 1992; Potter 1996). 

  

4.5 Summary and conclusion  

 

This chapter shows that the participants in the above extracts convey their 

experience of war in multifaceted narratives that highlight destructive as well as 

constructive aspects of war. Highlighting the destructive aspect of the war perform 

specific rhetorical actions, such as blaming a specific side for the war or justifying a 
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specific action as well as portraying the speaker as a victim. In contrast invoking 

constructive aspects of the war portray the speakers as principled or resilient, or 

portray an overall morally desired outcome of the war. Important to stress, that the 

participants who emphasize constructive aspects of war did not state that war is a 

pleasant experience; rather they presented and even amplified deleterious 

consequences of the war, but simultaneously avoided being cast as defeated or 

resigned though invoking noble principles, notions of resilience, and so on. 

Throughout all of this, there is an ongoing theme of endurance; indeed, it may be 

worth noting here that none of the speakers I interviewed indicated that they would 

not be able to survive the war.  

These accounts, which portray the events of war not as wholly detrimental, 

but rather as endurable experience, can be seen as having two possible effects. On 

the one hand, these accounts are ways through which people can portray their war 

experience, and themselves, in a desired way. This can contribute to maintaining 

people’s psychological wellbeing (see Heine, Lehman, Markus & Kitayama, 1999).  

On the other hand, through invoking inspirational characterisations of armed 

conflicts, these accounts could have the effect of warranting the armed conflicts. This 

larger theme shall be returned to later, in the final chapter.  
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Chapter 5. Invasion or liberation: the construction of Iraqi 
national identity within contrasting appraisals of the 2003 
conflict  
 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

Collective identity is arguably one of the most investigated topics in social 

psychology (Sarbin, 1997). It is reported that understanding collective identity allows 

us to comprehend the associated activities and characteristics of a group or individual 

(Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998). The importance of collective identity goes beyond 

providing a title that associates certain group of people together and differentiates 

them from other groups. Collective identity is strongly related to the way people talk 

and interact with each other, especially in situations where there is an inter-group 

interaction. Several researchers argue that collective identity plays a central role in 

relation to people’s understanding and behaviour within armed conflicts (see Eglin & 

Hester, 1999; Gartzke & Gleditsch, 2006). Thus, examining the way in which people 

in armed conflicts deal with the issue of the collective identity of themselves and the 

fighting sides is essential to any understanding of armed conflicts, social identity and 

collective interaction. 

Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil (2004) argue that describing the fighting sides 

along the lines of “us” and “them” is an important strategy in the decision makers’ 

accounts of armed conflicts. Such accounts are fundamental in every war, since it is 

the means through which leaders convey the situation and mobilise people (Billig, 

1995). Researchers have shown that influential individuals construct and use 

collective identities for themselves and their adversaries in a way that serves their 

interests. For example, several studies indicate that politicians, when discussing 

conflicts, tend to portray their adversary as evil and dangerous, whilst at the same 

time conveying their group as benevolent (see Dower, 1986; Herrera, 2003; Julius, 

1990; Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004) Other studies have shown that different 

speakers construct different collective identities for the same sides that are involved 

in a war (see Billig, 2005; Stevenson, Condor & Abell, 2007; Reicher & Hopkins, 
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1996; Herrera, 2003). These collective identities are constituted and used to perform 

specific rhetorical functions, such as supporting and warranting a specific position, 

countering other positions, or preparing the ground for specific behaviour in relation 

to the conflict (see Castano, Leidner & Slawuta, 2008; Herrera, 2003). 

In this chapter I examine lay accounts of the American invasion of Iraq with a 

focus on collective identities. I analyse how lay Iraqi people build and utilise 

collective identities for themselves and for the other side in relation to the conflict. 

Through analysing several extracts, I show how Iraqi participants constitute and 

deploy rival collective identities in ways designed to advance specific stance in 

relation to the war or the involved sides. In doing so, I wish to question the SIT and 

SCT understanding of collective identity (see chapter 2). I therefore also address 

these theories’ understanding of the categorisation process within conflict and their 

conceptualisation of the relationship between collective identity and people’s 

predisposition in relation to the experience of armed conflicts.  

 

Analysis  
 

5.2 Using national identity to portray events as an invasion 

 

In this section, I present and discuss extracts in which the participants agree with the 

characterisation of events as an American invasion. They produce rhetorical accounts 

that are designed to denounce the invasion and reject arguments that warrant the 

invasion. One of the main strategies the participants use to accomplish this is to 

invoke the Iraqi national identity in a way that distinguishes the Iraqi people from the 

forces of the invasion.  

In the first extract, the participant discusses whether the war that the 

researcher describes as an invasion is right and why he thinks that. 

 

Extract 5.1 (Participant number: 12, 37 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 P: the occupying forces have committed grave blunders 
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2  they have dismantled the national institutions   

3  and the ministries especially the ministry of defence  

4  and ministry of interior and they delayed the formation  

5  of an Iraqi government for more than a year  

6  they have offended the people  

7  they did not respect our culture and our customs   

8  they have caused killing, destruction and looting   

9  I want to say that the occupation came with a plan  

10  to steal the oil and to serve their imperialist interests   

 

 

In this extract, the participant forms an account that leads to a denunciation of the 

American invasion of Iraq. He starts by describing deleterious consequences of the 

invasion, using that as a way to build up a distinction between us and them (Leudar, 

Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004; Oddo, 2011). He distinguishes his group (us) from the 

opponent group (them) by formulating them as the “occupying forces” (line 1), the 

term he uses for the western powers governing Iraq during the time of the interaction. 

This label entails category-bound activities and features, implying that these forces 

oppress the Iraqi people, control their land and govern them against their free will. At 

the same time, it implies that Iraqi people have the right to resist these forces based 

on common sense and international law. It is important to note that the descriptor 

“forces” highlights the militarised nature of the American and Ally interventions. 

Moreover, the participant formulates here the American activity as one against Iraq 

through constructing the dismantling of the Iraqi Ministry of Defence and the 

Ministry of Interior as an assault against the Iraqi nation (see Billig, 1995; Gibson, & 

Abell, 2004; Gibson & Condor, 2009). This contrast with SIT fundamental argument 

that categories are composed of people not entities (Condor, 2006). Through this 

formulation the participant differentiates the occupation authority from the Iraqis, 

even though a significant number of Iraqis were working with the Americans, such 

as the Iraqi government, police and army.  

In line 2, the participant points out that one of the “grave blunders” of the 

“occupying forces” is the dismantling of “the national institutions”. Here the 

participant is invoking the value of these institutions, downplaying their role during 

the ex-regime era. One of the main category-bound characteristics of being 
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nationalistic is being connected to the people, not just the regime. This formulation is 

designed to simplify the discussed event and portray it as an invasion of Iraq by 

foreign powers, without reference to internal factors that led to the invasion, such as 

the clash between the Iraqis and Saddam’s regime.  

In line 3 to 4, he points to the Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Interior as 

examples of the national institutions that were dismantled by the occupying forces. 

Through describing these two institutions as national institutions, the participant is 

downplaying their role in causing suffering of the Iraqis during the ex-regime’s 

reign. He constructs them as national Iraqi establishments, the dismantling of which 

is an aggression against Iraq.  

In line 7, the participant invokes the cultural differences between the Iraqis 

and the occupying forces. He portrays the occupying forces as disrespectful to the 

“culture” and “customs” of the Iraqis, hence the accusation in line 6 that the 

occupying forces have offended the people. In line 8 he presents a three-part list to 

describe the effects of the invasion, stating that it “caused killing, destruction and 

looting”. Atkinson (1984a) demonstrates that this list’s function is to present the 

speaker’s portrayal of the issue as comprehensive and indisputable. Here the list is 

designed to amplify the deleterious implications of the invasion and portray it as 

destructive, helping to justify arguments that promote resisting the American 

presence. In lines 9 to 10, the participant presents negative and unacceptable causes 

of the invasion. He describes the motives behind the invasion as the desire to “steal 

the oil and serve their imperialist interests”. This further constructs the notion that 

the war was an illegitimate invasion, and distinguishes between us and them on the 

basis of national interests. 

 In the next extract, the participant uses several different rhetorical techniques 

within his account of the American and allied military intervention.  

 

Extract 5.2 (Participant number: 13, 21 years old, male, student; 

Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: of course it was not right who would accept  

3  the occupation of his country by foreign powers  
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4  the ex-regime was a national Iraqi regime  

5  even if we disagree with some of its acts  

6  and it should be up to the Iraqi people to remove it if they want  

7  the Americans or anyone else do not have the right to interfere  

8  in our domestic matters    

9  Iraq is a sovereign country and we do not accept  

10  foreigners to dictate to us what to do   

 

 

In the above extract the participant provides an account that denounces the American 

invasion of Iraq. He distinguishes between two groups, us and them, within this 

account. In line 2, he asserts that the American invasion was not right and asks “who 

would accept the occupation of his country by foreign powers”. This rhetorical 

question strengthens the evaluation of the invasion as unacceptable act (Wooffitt 

1992; Potter 1996). The speaker is also building two sides as relevant to the issue of 

the invasion – on one side is a group united by national identity (“his country”), on 

the other side are the “foreign powers” – and he is associating himself with the 

country and against “foreign powers”. This portrayal of the collective identities is 

designed to denounce not only the American side, but also the Iraqis who support it.  

In line 4, the participant describes the “ex-regime” as “a national Iraqi 

regime”, thus playing down differences between the Iraqi people and the ex-regime, 

and invoking national identity as the most salient category in the attitude toward the 

invasion. This formulation emphasises the main theme that the invasion is an illegal 

action (Potter 1996). In lines 5 to 6 the participant attends to the expected arguments 

that distinguish the ex-regime from lay Iraqi people, but playing down that 

distinction through portraying it as a disagreement “with some of its acts”, an 

implication that these are based on minor issues, but not irreconcilable ones. In line 

6, he continues playing down the tyrannical nature of the ex-regime indicating that 

“it should be up to the Iraqi people to remove it if they want”. This reformulates the 

situation prior to the invasion from one in which Iraqi people cannot do anything to 

remove Saddam’s regime into one in which the Iraqis are the only ones that have the 

right to eliminate the regime. That they did not implies that they chose not to. 

In lines 7 to 8, the participant emphasises the importance of the collective 
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identities, stating that the “Americans or anyone else do not have the right to 

interfere in our domestic matters” and in lines 9 to 10, the participant states that Iraq 

is “a sovereign country”. This formulation establishes collective identity as the 

standard that indicates who has the right to do what, and uses the notion that the 

Americans are foreign to Iraq, thus it is not acceptable for them to interfere. 

Moreover, the ex-regime is framed in national terms, as part of the general portrayal 

of the invasion as occupation by a foreign power (Leuder & Nekvapil, 2007; Potter, 

1996). 

 

In the next extract the participant also organises his account of the war around 

the notion of conflicting groups. 

 

Extract 5.3 (Participant number: 14, 46 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: no it was not since it destroyed the infrastructures  

3  and dismantled the army and the police which made   

4  the country live in chaos  

5  and it brought people from outside Iraq  

6  and gave them the power with no consideration for   

7  the Iraqis who were inside Iraq and suffered from   

8  oppression and hardships   

 

In the above extract the participant discusses the evaluation of the invasion around 

the notion of us and them. However, in this extract the two rival groups consist of 

Iraqis. He starts in line 2 by focusing on negative consequences of the invasion, that 

is, the destruction of “infrastructures”. This formulation makes the claim factual 

(Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998). In line 3, he considers dismantling “the army and the 

police” as the cause of the “chaos” which “the country lives in”. This formulation 

frames the Iraqi “police” and “army” prior to the invasion as efficient institutions. 

This downplay the criticisms of these two institutions. This formulation also portrays 

Iraq prior to the invasion as in a better situation in these respects than afterwards, 

further stressing the negative consequences of the invasion.  
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In lines 5 to 6 the participant explicitly distinguishes between the Iraqi 

“people” who were “brought” from outside Iraq and the Iraqis who were inside Iraq. 

Though he does not use the word Iraqi here, the composition of the government 

(which is wholly composed of Iraqi exiles) makes the term “people” in this context 

unmistakably denote “Iraqi people”. Indeed, it is significant that he refers to these 

exiled Iraqis who came to Iraq as a result of the invasion as “people”, while he refers 

to the ones who were inside Iraq as Iraqis (line 7). This formulation functions as a 

way of presenting the people who were in Iraq before the invasion as more Iraqi in 

comparison to the ones who were living abroad. In line 6, the participant constructs 

the people who came to Iraq as a result of the invasion as being given the power by 

the Americans. In contrast, he presents the Iraqis who were in Iraq, and suffered from 

oppression and hardships, as currently marginalised. This formulation is designed to 

portray the current Iraqi government as part of the invasion. Furthermore, it implies 

that the way the power was divided among Iraqis was not fair, and it marginalised 

the true Iraqis.   

Thus, in this account the dispute is between two groups of Iraqis, and the 

participant associates himself with the ones who were in the country prior to the 

invasion. Here the national identity is not the identity that differentiates between the 

two rival groups; rather it is the location prior to the invasion. The speaker associates 

location with suffering, describing the ones who were in Iraq as the ones who 

suffered while the ones who came from outside after the invasion benefited from the 

invasion, and were favoured by foreign powers. This characterisation of these two 

sides is designed to function as a way of criticising the Iraqis who are in power, and 

it prepares the ground to resist the Iraqi government on the basis of them being part 

of a foreign invasion.   

In the next part I discuss several extracts that warrant the American invasion.  

 

 

5.3 Using collective identities to warrant the invasion as liberation 

of Iraqis 

 

In the following five extracts, several Iraqi participants provide accounts that warrant 
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the American invasion of Iraq. They do so mainly through creating “oppressed” as a 

collective identity for themselves and their group, one that entails particular 

category-bound characteristics and features.  

In the first extract the participant creates an account that warrants the war, 

providing explanations for his position.  

 

Extract 5.4 (Participant number: 15, 56 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: yes it was right because it liberated us  

3  from tyrannical, dictatorial and murderous regime  

4  therefore removing it is a good thing 

5  however it was inevitable that some mistakes would occur 

6  when the allied forces entered 

7  some people have benefited while others were harmed or killed  

8  this is a known thing and for sure it is bad  

9  but if we were to look at the long term  

10  we will see that potentially this country will nourish  

11  and if we want happiness we need to taste bitterness   

12  and if we wanted to have an advanced and stable country  

13  we need to go through anarchy which we are in right now   

 

 

In the above extract the participant builds an account that warrants the American 

invasion of his country. He does that through invoking the situation under the ex-

regime and makes it relevant to the discussion of the invasion, focusing on the 

negative aspects of the situation prior to the war, when there was a “tyrannical, 

dictatorial murderous regime”. Here the participant uses the three-part list 

formulation to amplify the harmful nature of the ex-regime, and allow positive 

comparison with the invasion which, the participant states in line 2 “liberated us”. 

Again through the use of the term “us” he implies the account reflects an opinion of a 

group of Iraqis rather than an individualistic point of view but also creates a 

distinction between Iraqis and the ex-regime, preparing the ground for detachment 

from both of the fighting sides. Note that although the participant has provided a 
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satisfying answer to the question he does not stop. In line 4, he implicitly equates the 

invasion as the removal of the ex-regime, further constituting the sides of the war as 

the ex-regime and the Americans, and allowing the participant as a lay Iraqi to detach 

himself from the war without risking being viewed us unpatriotic. 

 In line 5, he describes “mistakes” which took place because of the invasion 

as “inevitable”. Here the participant formulates what could be described as extremely 

negative implications, such as the destructions of the infrastructures, the killing of 

thousands of people and war crimes, into inevitable mistakes. This formulating 

entails acquitting the allied forces of harming Iraqis intentionally. In line 7 the 

participant presents two categories; the first category consists of Iraqis who 

“benefited” from removing the ex-regime; the second is a group of people who were 

“harmed or killed” in the process. Considering that the participant portrays the ex-

regime as a “tyrannical, dictatorial and murderous regime”, people who benefited 

from its removal are expected to be identified as the oppressed Iraqis who were 

oppressed. In contrast, the ones who were harmed or killed could be heard as being 

part of the “tyrannical” regime, and their injury and death as necessary for the greater 

good. However, in line 8 the participant covers himself from being seen as 

condoning the killing of other Iraqis through indicating that it is “for sure a bad 

thing”. 

In lines 9 to 13 the participant provides an account that is designed to invoke 

positive prospects for the invasion. He suggests that in the “long term” Iraq will 

“nourish” and that the current suffering is a temporary stage that will end. Note that 

the participant constructs a positive ending on the basis of a forecast for the future 

rather than on things that are happening in the present. In line 11, he presents 

“happiness” as a reward if the Iraqis withstand the current “bitterness”. In line 12, the 

participants portrays the suffering that is taken place in the time of the interview as 

something similar to a necessary path toward the desired goal that is having an 

“advanced and stable country”. Thus, the participant warrants the invasion by 

portraying the Iraqis as previously oppressed, and by portraying present suffering as 

a way to a better future. 

 In the next section of this chapter I present three similar extracts that address 

the same question. 
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Extract 5.5 (Participant number: 16, 27 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: I believe that the American invasion was right 

3  for me as an oppressed Iraqi  

4  I consider the American invasion liberation  

5  from the ex-regime and all its aggressive behaviours  

6  and tyrannical rules 

7  the American invasion was a breakthrough from that situation  

8  regardless of all the negativities and all  

9  the suffering that came with the invasion 

10  and for the lack of security during the American era  

11  for me I did not have security during the ex-regime's time 

12  the difference is that it was not because of explosions and bombs  

13  it was because of the Ba’athist organisations’ 

14  security apparatus and policemen 

 

 

Extract 5.6 (Participant number: 17, 29 years old, female, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: it was not an invasion it was liberation and everyone knows that 

3  under the previous regime I have never felt that I am a real citizen 

4  I always felt that I am a prisoner in a big jail 

5  people were afraid to talk, to complain 

6  we could not express our opinions  

7  and we could not even leave the country 

8  we were dragged into pointless wars  

9  in which millions of people lost their lives  

10  and millions were displaced and lost their incomes 

11  so for me it was not an invasion since we got rid of a criminal regime 

12  the old regime did not represent me 

13  I know the situation now is bad but it will get better  

14  it just needs some time  
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15  in the end we will have a fair and strong government  

16  and Iraqis’ lives will improve 

 

 

Extract 5.7 (Participant number: 18, 29 years old, male, university 

staff; Basra, Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: for me as an oppressed Iraqi I consider  

3  the American invasion is a release from the ex-regime with all its aggressive  

4  acts and oppressing rules 

5  the American invasion was a breakthrough from that situation regardless  

6  of all the negatives and the suffering which they have brought with them  

7  and even if we want to talk about the loss of security which we are  

8  living in for me, well I didn’t have security during the ex-regime 

9  but it was not because of explosions and bombs but because of the Ba’athist  

 

 

These three different participants also present the American invasion positively using 

similar rhetorical techniques. They reformulate the invasion as “right”, “liberation” 

and “release” (extract 5.5, line 2; extract 5.6; line 2; extract 5.7, line 3). Within each 

one of the above accounts the participants build an argument that justifies and 

explains their support of the war, an indication that a positive portrayal of the 

invasion could be heard as problematic.  

In the first extract the participant describes the American invasion as 

“liberation from the ex-regime and all its aggressive behaviours” (extract 5.5, lines 4-

5). Similarly the second participant warrants his assessment of the invasion through 

pointing to a positive outcome, stating that it was “liberation” (extract 5.6, line 2). 

The third participant presents a similar notion through stating that what took place 

was “release from the ex-regime with all its aggressive acts and oppressing rules 

(extract 5.7, lines 3-4). The reframing of the invasion as liberation is warranted by 

the introduction of the category of the “oppressed Iraqi”. In line 3 the first participant 

uses the descriptive “oppressed Iraqi” as a label for himself. The third participant 

uses the same term, “oppressed”, in line 2. Through using this label they provide a 

new category, one designed to create an identity along with the conventional national 



 93 

identity. The second participant uses the similar term “prisoner” (line 4) to create a 

similar discursive account. This way of turning a description into a substantive 

collective identity is similar to Sacks’ famous category of “hotrodder” (Sacks, 1992). 

Sacks showed that the “deployment of the term hotrodder as a description of people 

was an effective way of drawing boundaries around who did and did not count (for a 

current speaker, in the current talk) as a legitimate member of that category”.  

(Edwards, 1998, p. 115). These speakers build up the oppressed identity through 

highlighting their life situation under the ex-regime, such as being in a “big jail”, 

living under “aggressive behaviours and tyrannical rules”, with no “security” (extract 

5.6, line 4; extract 5.5, lines 4-5; extract 5.7, line 8). By creating a collective identity 

based on the negative experience of the situation prior to the war, itself the result of 

the ex-regime, and the target of the invasion as that oppressive regime, the 

participants portray the invasion of Iraq as the liberation of Iraqis. 

The three participants also attend to the negative aspects of the general 

situation in Iraq in the time of the interview. In lines 8 to 10 the first participant 

describes some of the “suffering that came with the invasion”, such as the “lack of 

security during the American era”, but he undermines the importance of these 

notions by indicating that he “did not have security during the ex-regime’s time” 

(extract 5.5, line 11). The second participant uses a similar discursive technique, 

indicating that the “situation now is bad”, but counters this negativity through stating 

that “it will get better” (extract 5.6, line 13). The third participant constructs a very 

similar account indicating that the situation in which he now lives is not something 

new since he did not have security prior to the war (extract 5.7, line 8). Thus, by 

appealing either to a darker past or to a brighter future, the problems of the present 

are put in context, and the negative aspects of the invasion are mitigated. 

These four extracts present a similar argument that accomplishes several 

discursive actions simultaneously. The first action is to denounce the previous 

regime. This allows them to create and deploy the identity “oppressed”, and through 

characterising the ex-regime as aggressive and oppressive regime, the participants 

also subtly acquit the Iraqis either of being portrayed as defeated by the Americans, 

or of being unpatriotic. This formulation performs an important discursive function 

that is maintaining a positive self-presentation for Iraqi people (see Potter, 1996; Van 



 94 

Dijk, 1992). The second function of the accounts is to portray the American invasion 

as targeted against the former regime rather than against Iraq as a country – as a war 

between the Americans and the ex-regime. Considering that they portray the ex-

regime as the enemy, to them not as individuals but as members of the Iraqi 

population, it is understandable that they would support the invasion. The third 

function is to portray the present as better than it was, and en route to something 

better still. Like the participants who presented the invasion in negative terms, these 

accounts are bound up with notions of Iraqi identity that are based upon other 

criteria, in this case the relationship of Iraqis to the former regime rather than, say, 

whether one was living in Iraq prior to the invasion. 

In the next extract, the participant warrants the invasion through building up 

Iraqis as having benefited from it.  

 

Extract 5.8 (Participant number: 19, 62 years old, male, retired; Basra, 

Iraq) 

 

1 I: do you think the American invasion was right and why? 

2 P: yes it was right although it caused the deaths of many people  

3  and the destruction of property  

4  but who would have expected that the dictatorial regime would be axed  

5  and we would get rid of the injustice, fear and terror  

6  which lived with us for 35 years  

7  and caused mass graves  

8  and the violation of honour (entehak ala’arad, a term used to refer to rape)  

9  is there an Iraqi house that does not have a evidence  

10  that indicates the damage of Saddam  

11  now there are several people who say that the American invasion  

12  was not right and we ask why?  

13  the current situation which Iraqis are living through is not new  

14  we have seen it repeatedly so  

15  why do we not let things take their natural course  

16  without any objections and let’s say that we will be patient and god  

17  helps the ones who are patient and hopefully we will get what we  

18  desire whether by the Americans or others and we will become like other  

19  nations and live in peace, development and prosperity  
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In the above extract the participant warrants the American invasion through building 

up positive outcomes of that invasion. He starts by describing the invasion as “right”. 

Within the same sentence, in lines 2 to 3, he acknowledges negative consequences of 

the war stating that “it caused the deaths of many people and the destruction of 

property”. In this formulation the participant portrays a double-sided account of the 

invasion. He is asserting that although it caused “the deaths of many people” he 

considers it a “right” activity. In lines 4 to 10, the participant builds an account that is 

designed to justify the understanding that the invasion is “right”, despite the deaths 

and destruction that were caused as a result. He describes the situation prior to the 

invasion using a three-part list, stating that they were living under “injustice, fear and 

terror” (Atkinson, 1984a), and implies that the “dictatorial regime” (line 4) is the one 

responsible for the rift between Iraqis and, consequently, the support for the invasion 

among them.  

In lines 7 to 8, the participant presents evidence to support his account, 

indicating that the regime “caused mass graves” and used rape as a systematic policy 

to further its objectives. This portrayal functions as a way of distinguishing the ex-

regime from the Iraqi people, which in turn justifies the participant’s position on the 

ex-regime and the invasion. In lines 9 to 10, the participant extends this to all Iraqis, 

presenting Saddam as the criminal and the Iraqis as the victims, amplifying the 

suffering Iraqis experienced and isolating Saddam as responsible for the suffering.  

Although the participant has provided a complete answer that deals with the 

issue of the invasion, he does not stop there. Rather, he moves on to discuss the 

present situation and present a forecast for the future. In lines 11 to 12, he presents 

what can be described as his opponents’ argument. He attributes this argument to 

“several people” who are saying that “the American invasion was not right” (lines 

11-12). Attributing the counter-argument to several people indicates that it is not the 

opinion of the majority of the Iraqis. He does not provide an answer but indicates 

that “the current situation which Iraqis are living through is not new” and that they 

“have seen it repeatedly”. Furthermore, through describing the criminal as just 

Saddam, rather than the regime, the government, or other Iraqis, the participant 

warrants his account that all Iraqis were oppressed and thus happy when the ex-
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regime was axed. Thus, as in the previous extracts, the speaker isolates himself and 

his comrades from the ex-regime as part of the warranting of the invasion as 

liberation. 

 

5.4 Summary and Conclusion  

 

As I have mentioned earlier, studies based on Social Identity and Self Categorization 

theories argue that shared collective identity functions as grounds for giving as well 

as accepting social support between people (see Haslam, O’Brien, Jetten, Vormedal 

& Penna, 2005; McGarty, Haslam, Hutchinson & Turner 1994; Balaam & Haslam, 

1998). According to these studies, within collective conflicts or competitions people 

who share salient collective identity view themselves, and hence behave as part of a 

group, in opposition to other groups of people. This view rest upon a fundamental 

presupposition, that collective identity is a self-evident and stable aspect. In other 

words, collective identity is defined as a facet of who people are. In contrast, 

discursive studies have indicated that people’s collective identity is a constructed 

rhetorical means that acquires its meaning and function within the talk and that the 

various collective identities are designed to accomplish specific ends (see Antaki & 

Widdicombe, 1998; Billig, 2005; Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004; Stevenson, 

Condor & Abell, 2007). Furthermore, Condor (1996a; 1996b; 1997a; 1997b) argued 

that people can construct and employ collective identities for themselves as well as 

other people in a subtle way. She also showed that people can build their or others’ 

collective identities through invoking association with entities rather than other 

individuals.  

The extracts examined in this chapter support the discursive view. The 

analysis indicates that collective identity is a constructed and constructive discursive 

means that is open for debate and negation. Iraqi participants have constructed 

themselves, their ex-regime, the Iraqi institutions, the context, and the Western forces 

differently within different complex discourse that perform specific social actions. 

Every one of the different participants established a collective identity that is 

designed to advocate a certain stance in relation to the conflict, and to present him 

and his group in a positive way.  
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In the first part, several participants invoked national identity and the notion 

of Iraq’s national sovereignty in a specific way which allowed them to implicitly 

defend the ex-regime in Iraq, denounce the invasion and present themselves as 

patriotic (cf. Billig, 1995; Condor, 1996a, 1996b, 1997a, 1997b). By portraying the 

war as being against Iraq, and the speakers as patriotic, national identity as well as 

national sovereignty are used to undermine the legitimacy of toppling the ex-regime 

whilst avoiding explicit support for Saddam’s regime. The participants in extracts 

5.1, 5.2 & 5.3 have presented their position of denouncing the Western intervention 

as a natural position of Iraqi people. Through portraying the dismantling of 

institutions such as the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Interior as being 

against Iraq, and the Western Intervention as an attack on the national sovereignty of 

Iraq, these participants have accomplished to present the intervention as unjust.  

In extracts 5.5 to 5.8, lay Iraqi individuals opted to characterise themselves as 

“previously oppressed Iraqis”. Through drawing on the oppression of the ex-regime, 

the participants distinguished the Iraqis from the former regime, portraying the ex-

regime as being enemy of Iraqis. This allowed them to warrant the American 

intervention in Iraq through portraying the intervention as being “pro-Iraqi”—in the 

national interest. In conclusion, the issue of national identity was invoked and 

incorporated by almost all the speakers as part of the rational of the 2003 war. All the 

speakers have constructed themselves as patriotic, their position toward the war as a 

national position, and their opponents as less patriotic.     
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Chapter 6. Constructing culpability in Lebanon war 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I examined differing accounts of the war in Iraq and showed 

how it was constructed as either an invasion or liberation. This theme of accounting 

for war will be continued within this chapter. The aim of this chapter is to gain an 

understanding of how Lebanese politicians, decision makers, and TV anchors 

constructed and utilised accounts of the 2006 war while it was in progress. In 

particular, I discuss how several influential Lebanese individuals account for the war 

during live TV interviews, and how issues of accountability for causing the war and 

the consequential suffering are made live and dealt with by the politicians. All the 

extracts in this chapter are taken from media interviews that were conducted and 

broadcast in Lebanon during the 2006 war. I start by presenting two main media 

versions of the war to illustrate how that war was constructed and reported 

differently. The first one is the BBC’s version, while the second is the view of an 

independent journalist; both versions were copied widely in the Middle East.  

The BBC reported that the war started on Wednesday the 12
th

 of July 2006, when:  

Hezbollah fighters based in southern Lebanon launched Katyusha rockets 

across the border with Israel, targeting the town of Shlomi and outposts in the 

Shebaa Farms area. In a cross-border raid, guerrillas seized two Israeli 

soldiers before retreating back into Lebanon, insisting on a prisoner exchange 

and warning against confrontation. Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert 

describes the capture of the soldiers as “an act of war”. In response Israeli 

planes bombed Hezbollah positions in southern Lebanon and troops crossed 

into southern Lebanon for the first time since the military withdrawal of 

2000. However, the troops encountered heavy resistance, eight are killed and 

two others are injured during fighting with Hezbollah. Israel calls up reserve 

troops as it pledges a swift and large-scale response to the Hezbollah attack. 

(BBC, 14/7/2006)  

In contrast, Jonathan Cook (2007), a British journalist who lives in Israel, indicated 
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that:  

The war began on 12 July, when Israel launched waves of air strikes on 

Lebanon after Hezbollah killed three soldiers and captured two more on the 

northern border. (A further five troops were killed by a land mine when their 

tank crossed into Lebanon in hot pursuit.) Hezbollah had long been warning 

that it would seize soldiers if it had the chance, in an effort to push Israel into 

a prisoner exchange. Israel has been holding a handful of Lebanese prisoners 

since it withdrew from its two-decade occupation of south Lebanon in 2000. 

(p. 3)  

A comparison of the two versions shows a contrast in implying who started the war 

and consequently who is culpable for it. It also shows that the issue of responsibility 

is a central issue in both versions. In fact, until now the issue of who were the 

fighting sides in that war, how and why it happened, and who should be held 

accountable for it are all topics for debate in Lebanon and other countries.  

The Israeli government declared in a written statement on 13
th

 of July 2006 

that “Israel holds the sovereign government of Lebanon as responsible for the action 

which emanated from its territory and for the safe return of four abducted soldiers” 

(Alon, Harel & Benn, 2006, para. 5). This official Israeli statement identified 

Lebanon as a country as Israel’s adversary in the war. It is important to stress that 

holding the state of Lebanon responsible for the attacks was seen as peculiar 

considering that the official rhetoric of the Israeli government has been constantly 

identifying its enemy in Lebanon as the Islamist movements and their backers not the 

frail secular Lebanese government. Alon, Harel and Benn, (2006, para. 4) pointed out 

that “In the past, Israel has generally pointed its finger at Hezbollah’s patrons, Syria 

and Iran”. Thus, according to the Israeli government’s statement this war is against 

Lebanon, not just Hezbollah. 

Indeed, the Israeli army was prepared in advance to attack Lebanon, aiming 

to dismantle Hezbollah and to turn the Shiite people against it (Achcar & 

Warschawski, 2007). Moreover, Hezbollah was considered a serious threat by many 

governments in the region. The Egyptian and Saudi, in addition to several other 

regimes, including the Lebanese regime, viewed Hezbollah’s ideology and its 

activity as endangering their stability and their ability to maintain a grip on power. 
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Thus, these regimes regarded Hezbollah’s attack on Israel as a long-awaited chance 

to join in with Israel in an effort to put an end to Hezbollah and its supporters. In the 

first days of the war, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Egypt all condemned Hezbollah for 

attacking Israel. As Achcar and Warschawski (2007) indicated, “Washington and its 

Arab allies were able to hold Hezbollah responsible for the outbreak of hostilities, 

and even to accuse it of having deliberately triggered them on Tehran’s order” (p. 

35). This created a deep rift between Hezbollah and its allies on one side and the 

Lebanese government, its supporters in Lebanon, and its Arab allies on the other 

side. The war lasted for 33 days. According to the Lebanese Ministry of Public 

Health’s report, it claimed the lives of 1,109 Lebanese people, 860 of whom were 

civilians; in comparison, 40 Israeli civilians and 119 soldiers lost their lives as a 

result of the war (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2006). Thousands of people 

were injured, and many people fled their homes on both sides of the borders. The 

Human Rights Watch report (2007) accused both sides of violating laws of war, 

committing war crimes against civilians, and using prohibited weapons. I am 

concerned here with how accounts of the war are designed to deal with issues of 

responsibility, accountability, and blame (cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992, 2003). 

 

6.2 Data 

I monitored several media networks during the war, with a focus on the Al-Arabiya 

and Al-Jazeera TV stations because they are specialised news networks. Both 

broadcast several exclusive interviews with Lebanese politicians during the war. I 

recorded 57 media interviews with Lebanese politicians and decision makers and I 

listened to all of them, read and re-read all the interview transcripts and translated the 

extracts that I decided to use in this thesis following my preliminary observations. I 

have chosen specific extracts for further analysis based on three main criteria. Firstly, 

the interviewee: I included interviewees that belong to different parties, who played 

important roles in the war, such as Hassan Nasrollah, the head of Hezbollah, and 

Elleas Almor, the Minister of Defence at that time. Secondly, the date and type of the 

interview: I selected extracts from interviews that were conducted and broadcast live 

during the war. Thirdly, the topic of the extract: I picked extracts that discuss the war 
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directly and in a way that seemed to address issues of accountability.  

In the analysis that follows, I examine different ways in which issues of 

accountability were addressed, focusing in particular on how blame was attributed to 

specific groups rather than others, and how that attribution was warranted or resisted.  

 

6.3 Analysis 

 

6.3.1 Constructing accounts of Israeli belligerence    

 

Extract 6.1 (Hassan Nasrollah, secretary general of Hezbollah, Shiite, 

21/7/2006, Al-Jazeera TV)  

 

1 N:  the Israeli reaction to the capture operation 

2    could have been cruel but limited  

3   if there was not an international and Arabic covering (.) 

4   Israel did not receive a green light from America 

5   Israel received an instruction from America 

6   to go in, continue and finish  

7   this is the issue in Lebanon now, what has been 

8   the basis of that American decision?  

9   this we leave till the time comes  

10   when they will be held accountable 

11   the international community did not give a green light to  

12   Israel, the international community gave Israel instructions  

13   to eradicate the resistance in Lebanon 

14   more than that some Arabs came to give,  

15   to provide a cover and to encourage Israel  

16   to continue the battle and to tell Israel, Israel has been told  

17   that this is the golden chance to eradicate the resistance in  

18   Lebanon. I say it to you that they don’t want Hezbollah’s  

19   resistance in Lebanon, they want to eradicate any will for  

20   resistance in Lebanon whether it is Hezbollah or anyone else  

21   they want to take the country to the point 
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22   where the word resistance is condemned  

23   martyr, jihad, wounded, withstanding, 

24   challenging, liberation, dignity, honour  

25   all that should be removed from Lebanese discourse 

26   from the political literature, the political mind  

27   from the people’s conscience 

28   this is what Israel is doing and  

29   this is what America needs  

30   it wants to reconstitute the region 

 

 

In this extract Nasrollah uses evasive and obscure discourses to discuss the war. Bull 

(2003) showed that evasiveness and obscurity is typical discursive technique that is 

used by politicians to guard against potential criticisms. Here the speaker implicitly 

invokes the incident (line 1) which some media portrayed as the trigger for the war, 

and yet the real focus of the account is on the Israeli reaction to that attack. He 

constructs the sides involved and the goal of each side in a specific way that warrants 

his organisation’s activities. In the literature on war (e.g., DeRoun & Heo, 2007; 

Fisk, 2005), the trigger incident represents a central factor that is used to identify the 

side culpable for the war. Usually the side that initiates the first attack is considered 

to be the one blameworthy for starting the war and therefore considered responsible 

for its consequences. As I have shown in the introduction, Nasrollah and his 

organisation, Hezbollah, were widely described as the side that initiated the war and 

was consequently blamed for it by various countries. In this extract the interviewee 

does not deny that his organisation carried out the first attack. Instead, the reaction to 

the incident is constructed in such a way as to make the Israeli reaction itself 

blameworthy and unreasonable, not the initial attack. Specifically, he says “the 

reaction to the capture operation could have been cruel but limited if there was not an 

international and Arabic covering” (lines 1-3). Through describing his organisation’s 

attack as a “capture operation”, Nasrollah is implying that this attack was carried out 

as a precise operation to accomplish a specific goal, which was to capture a number 

of Israeli soldiers. Therefore, it was not intended to start a war. Nasrollah focuses on 

the Israeli reaction to the attack. He indicates that the expected Israeli reaction to the 

“capture operation” carried out by his organisation is a “limited” one. He attributes 
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the unexpected Israeli reaction, which is waging an open war, to the international and 

Arabic covering. This can be seen as a reference to the official Arabic position which 

condemned Hezbollah for attacking Israel. 

In lines 4 to 6, Nasrollah builds up the responsibility of the United States 

specifically for the war, stating that “Israel did not receive a green light from 

America, Israel received an instruction from America to go in, continue and finish”. 

The implication of “go in, continue and finish” is to portray the role of these 

countries as an active, aggressive stance, rather than a response to a provoking 

incident. In this formulation Nasrollah apportions the blame for the war on the 

United States and the Arabs. He constructs these sides as the ones that caused the 

war between Israel and Hezbollah. This formulation is repeated in lines 11 to 12, but 

here the intentions are escalated by referring to “the international community” and 

using the term “eradicate” rather than finish. He portrays this campaign as 

orchestrated by several sides in addition to Israel to “eradicate the resistance in 

Lebanon”. This formulation portrays Hezbollah as not accountable for the war, since 

it is planned by America, covered by Arabs, and executed by Israel to accomplish 

specific goals. This acquits Hezbollah from the responsibility for causing the war and 

consequently any blame for its consequences. At the same time, it accuses Arab 

countries of being accomplices with Israel and America in the war against Lebanon. 

This consequently apportions the blame to these countries along with Israel and the 

US. In line 7, Nasrollah indicates that the support which Israel has received “is the 

issue in Lebanon now”. 

In lines 8 to 10 the interviewee initiates a subtle threat against certain sides, 

stating that he does not want to discuss the “basis of that American decision” to push 

Israel into war. He indicates that when “the time comes” some people “will be held 

accountable”. This warning, which can be seen as directed against Lebanese sides 

that collaborate with Arab states, the US and possibly with Israel against Hezbollah, 

has several discursive functions. Firstly, it implies that the interviewee has specific 

information sufficient to hold these people accountable. This is designed to make his 

account seem factual (cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996). Secondly, through 

discussing events to happen after the war the speaker implies that he is confident that 

he and his organisation will come out of the war strong enough to hold its enemies 
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accountable. 

In lines 12 to 16 Nasrollah presents a detailed account of the collaboration 

between “Israel”, “Arabs” and the “international community” in the war against his 

organisation. This description of the cooperation between these sides strengthens the 

factuality of the speaker’s claim. He accuses the “international community” of being 

the side that “gave Israel instructions to eradicate the resistance in Lebanon” (lines 

11-12). This formulation characterises the war in a way that minimises Hezbollah’s 

role significantly. It frames the western governments as the culpable side in relation 

to the war. In lines 13 to 16, Nasrollah presents another side as responsible for the 

war, through portraying some Arab states as actively supporting Israel in its effort to 

“eradicate the resistance”. He states that “some Arabs came to give, to provide a 

cover and to encourage Israel to continue the battle” (lines 14-15). In line 16 

Nasrollah presents a detailed account of the Arab message to Israel, indicating that 

they have told Israel that this war is “the golden chance to eradicate the resistance”. 

This frames the Arab countries as actively pursuing the eradication of the resistance 

movement in Lebanon. This portrays these countries as being against Lebanon’s 

interests.  

 In lines 17 to 29, Nasrollah builds an account that highlights Israel’s and 

America’s strategic goals from the war. He implies that Israel’s goal from the war is 

bigger than defeating Hezbollah, stating that it “want[s] to eradicate any will for 

resistance in Lebanon whether it is Hezbollah or anyone else” (lines 19-20). Here he 

is implying that it is not Hezbollah per se that is significant but their stance. In other 

words, it is not their identity, policies, beliefs, actions or any other attribute of 

Hezbollah. It is simply because they are standing up to Israel, and Israel would attack 

any Lebanese group that resists its dominance. He indicates that Israel’s goal is to 

“eradicate any will for resistance in Lebanon whether it is Hezbollah or anyone else”. 

The use of words such as “eradicate” is designed to maximise the intensity of Israeli 

activity. He continues building up Israel as an enemy to Lebanon, not just Hezbollah, 

indicating that it wants to remove notions such as “challenging, liberation, dignity, 

honour”. Here Nasrollah constructs the ultimate Israeli goal of the war as removing 

ideas and beliefs that are associated with liberties and the right of self-determination. 

In this way, the speaker portrays the goal of eradication of resistance in the broadest 
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way: not just crushing fighters but even the will or notion of freedom. He indicates 

that the concepts “martyr, jihad, wounded, withstanding, challenging, liberation, 

dignity, honour” are what Israel want to erase “from Lebanese discourse, from the 

political literature, the political mind” (lines 23-26). Here, through deploying this 

report which contains vivid descriptions and strong, specific accusations, the 

interviewee is building up the factuality of his argument (cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992; 

Potter, 1996).  

In lines 28 to 29, Nasrollah indicates that Israel’s actions serve the United 

States’ desire “to reconstitute the region”. This account builds a stake for all 

Lebanese in resisting Israel. It also implies that Hezbollah is protecting all Lebanese 

people from Israel’s hegemony. It discursively prepares the ground for warranting 

Hezbollah’s activities, associates them with all Lebanese, and makes them more 

appealing. Note that he extends the argument to include other Middle Easterners who 

are not Lebanese through mentioning the region, which can be seen as a reference to 

the Middle East, in particular since these events are taking place while American 

forces are in Iraq. Thus, through this formulation Nasrollah is creating a stake for the 

Lebanese and other Middle Easterners in supporting the resistance. Supporting the 

resistance in Lebanon, can bee seen as a means to prevent America and Israel from 

establishing control over all the countries in the region. To sum up, this account 

plays down the potential role of Hezbollah’s capture operation as being responsible 

for the violence that followed. Instead, it portrays Israel’s actions as driven by a 

mutual American and Israeli goal to end the resistance in order to reconstitute the 

region. The implication is that Hezbollah’s responsibility for the war is denied and 

their actions in resisting Israel and America are presented as in the interests of all 

Lebanese people. 

  

6.3.2 Conflicting accounts of Lebanese resistance   

 

In the next extract, an influential Christian Lebanese politician accounts for the war 

through discussing the appropriate stance in relation to the ongoing war. He also 

discusses the social structure of Lebanese society and the different points of views of 

the war. He constructs what is happening in a way that, like the first extract, warrants 
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Hezbollah’s activities, and holds Israel solely responsible for the war. 

 

Extract 6.2 (Ghassan Tueni, ex-MP and publisher of Al-Nahar   newspaper, 

27/7/2006, Al-Arabiya) 

 

1  I: some people are saying that this is a surrogate war,  

2  it is on behalf of the others 

3  do you believe that? And who are those others?   

4 T: there are many (.) let me be clear here I do not wish to acquit  

5  the Lebanese from going into wars (.) they have fought  

6  against each other however unfortunately this is because the  

7  multi-sectarian nature of the Lebanese society  

8  allows regional and international powers to infiltrate it 

9  and break it down and the side that recruited the Lebanese  

10  the most to work for its causes is Israel. If we read  

11  the classified documents which were [published recently]  

12          I:                                                                     [about the war?] 

13  T: no not about the war about the negotiations which led  

14  to Israel’s declaration we would see that they were trying  

15  to draw a specific sector to create a sectarian state 

16  I: yes but now the situation is different  

17  there is a consensus among the Lebanese  

18  that Israel is the biggest [enemy] 

19 T:           [not the] biggest enemy  

20  there is no such thing as big and [small enemies]  

21  I     [there are no small] 

22  enemies? 

23 T: there are small enemies but they are (.)  

24  I do not know how to say this 

25  the enemy is Israel.  

26  and this is why I warn the Lebanese who 

27  distrust Shiites for sectarian reasons or distrust Hezbollah  

28  because of its weapons. They should not forget  

29  that Hezbollah is fighting Israel 

30  whether that was legitimate or not  

31  it is fighting the enemy 

32  and that enemy is the enemy of all of us 
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33  and it is the greatest enemy to the Christians  

34  whom it tried to pull in 

35  and [recruit them] 

36  I        [so Ghassan] Tueni thinks that the issue today  

37  is not capturing two Israeli soldiers  

38  and whether that operation was right or not,  

39  what you see is that Hezbollah is resisting Israel? 

40  T: yes the issue is that Hezbollah is fighting Israel  

41  and it is fighting better than all the [Arab armies] 

42  I:                                 [for what] 

43 T: for what (.) for the cause and we are all in this together 

 

In this extract, the speakers attend to the matter of accountability. In lines 1 to 3, the 

interviewer presents an assessment of the war as “a surrogate war”, a war “on behalf 

of the others”. She attributes this assessment to “some people”. This device allows 

the interviewer to avoid being seen as responsible for this notion which is a 

controversial accusation. She subsequently asks Tunie if he agrees with this 

assessment and if he could identify the sides that the Lebanese parties are proxies for. 

The term “surrogate” and the subsequent explanation are inference-rich formulations 

that are designed to blame the Lebanese side, Hezbollah, for the war. The implication 

here is that their actions were driven by serving others, not through any intention or 

aim of their own or their country. This can be seen as amplifying the reasonableness 

of Lebanese sides that are participating in the war, as they are taking their country to 

war to serve others’ interests. It is worth noting, however, that the nature of these 

others is unspecified.  

In lines 4 to 7 Tueni’s response selects the issue of war, but overlooks that of 

being a proxy or acting on others’ behalf. This is done through a two-part answer. In 

the first part, Tueni accepts the notion that Lebanese parties have been proxies for 

others, indicating that these sides “are many”. In the second part of his answer, he 

indicates that, he “do[es] not wish to acquit” the Lebanese from responsibility for 

wars through blaming the foreign sides. In lines 5 to 6, Tueni points out the fact the 

Lebanese “have fought against each other”. This is designed to portray the Lebanese 

as responsible for wars. He attributes the Lebanese tendency to get involved in wars 

to the nature of Lebanese society, not the weakness of the state or the nature of the 
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region. Specifically, he says that the “multi-sectarian nature of the Lebanese society 

allows regional and international powers to infiltrate it”. In characterising conflict in 

this way, he implies that there is nothing that can be done about conflict: it is a 

feature of Lebanese society which encourages outside interference. The implication 

is that war is caused by outsiders with the help of the Lebanese themselves.  

In lines 9 to 10, Tueni accuses Israel of being “the side that recruited the 

Lebanese the most to work for its causes”. Here Tueni can be seen as shifting the 

focus from Hezbollah which is reported to be a surrogate for Iran and Syria to Israel, 

which historically has been associated with the Lebanese Phalangist (cf. Fisk, 2002, 

2005). This is designed to blame Israel for the civil wars that took place in Lebanon 

previously. It also constructs Israel as an enemy that took advantage of the divisions 

between Lebanese people. In lines 9 to 10 this claim is warranted with reference to 

the evidence provided by “the classified documents which were published recently”. 

The speaker states these documents indicate “that they [Israel] were trying to draw a 

specific sector and create a sectarian state”. This is a reference to the relationship 

between Israel and the Phlangists in the 1940s, before the establishment of Israel. 

The implication is that Israeli intentions are there for all to see and in this way the 

related claim is constructed as factual (cf. Potter, 1996).  

The interviewer in lines 16 to 18 initiates a counter-argument, stating that 

“now the situation is different; there is a consensus among the Lebanese that Israel is 

the biggest enemy”. Here she implies that the interviewee’s assessment is obsolete 

and not applicable to the current situation. Nonetheless, within her account she 

describes Israel as the “biggest enemy”. This description implies that Israel is not the 

only enemy in the current time. The implication of there being big and small enemies 

is that other sectors within Lebanon are allied to “small enemies” who are therefore 

also blameworthy for instigating wars. This can be seen as an implicit reference to 

the alliance between Hezbollah and Iran and Syria. Tueni rejects this, stating that 

“there is no such thing as big and small enemies”. In lines 18 to 24, they engage in a 

debate around the issue of the existence of different types of enemies. In line 25, the 

interviewee states that “the enemy is Israel”. Through constructing Israel as the 

enemy the speaker negates the argument of the existence of multiple enemies and 

consequently the existence of several blameworthy sides. This statement warrants 
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Hezbollah’s activities against Israel and justifies supporting it.   

In lines 26 to 28, Tueni initiates a warning to the Lebanese people from being 

diverted from realising the core of the matter. He states that “the Lebanese who 

distrust Shiites for sectarian reasons or distrust Hezbollah because of its weapons. 

They should not forget that Hezbollah is fighting Israel”. This suggests that the 

sectarian differences or the issue of Hezbollah’s military capabilities should not 

distract the Lebanese from the fact that Hezbollah is fighting their enemy. This 

functions as a way of encouraging Lebanese people to put their differences aside and 

unite in supporting Hezbollah. In lines 30 to 31, Tueni indicates that the Lebanese 

should support Hezbollah in this war “whether that [war] was legitimate or not”. The 

consequence of this formulation is that it counters potential accounts that criticise 

Hezbollah’s activities based on the issue of legitimacy. This formulation is designed 

to downplay the divisions between the Lebanese in relation to the stance of 

Hezbollah and consequently of the war. In lines 31 to 32, Tueni repeats the notion 

that Hezbollah “is fighting the enemy and that enemy is the enemy of all of us 

[Lebanese]”. This formulation functions as away of reemphasising the representation 

of the war as a conflict between Hezbollah and the enemy of all the Lebanese. This 

consequently mobilises the Lebanese to take the side of Hezbollah. In lines 33 to 35, 

Tueni addresses the relationship between the Christian Lebanese and Israel.  He 

indicates that Israel is “the greatest enemy to the Christian whom it tried to pull in 

and recruit”. In this formulation the speaker is negating a stereotypical image of 

Lebanese Christians as less antagonistic toward Israel. It is important to note that this 

image developed during the civil war in Lebanon in which several Christian parties, 

such as the Phalangist, collaborated with Israel publicly (see Fisk, 2002).  Tueni 

counters this account by indicating that Israel attempted to “recruit” the Christians to 

use them for its own benefit.  

In lines 36 to 39, the interviewer produces a summary of the argument: “so 

Ghassan Tueni thinks that the issue today is not capturing of the two Israeli soldiers 

and whether that operation was right or not, what you see is that Hezbollah is 

resisting Israel?”. This formulation suggests that there are two main stances in 

relation to the war in Lebanon. On one hand, there is the understanding that 

Hezbollah is the one that caused the war through capturing two Israeli soldiers. This 
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implies that Hezbollah is responsible for all the ramifications of the war and 

consequently should be held accountable. By contrast, the second account is that 

Hezbollah is “resisting Israel”, which is in the interest of all the Lebanese. Thus, the 

Lebanese need to support Hezbollah’s activities. Note the contrast of one reason with 

another, and how one is dismissed. The first explanation makes the cause situation-

specific (capturing soldiers), the other provides a more general rationale for 

activity/war. Thus, it cannot be blamed for its activities since it is a reaction to 

Israel’s aggressions; Hezbollah’s actions are in self-defence.  

In lines 40 to 41, Tueni rejects the first position and affiliates with the second 

one. He shows unequivocal support to Hezbollah, indicating that “the issue is that 

Hezbollah is fighting Israel”. He continues praising Hezbollah for its military 

performance, indicating that “it is fighting better than all the [Arab armies]”. This is 

designed to cement the notion that Hezbollah is worthy of support from all Lebanese 

people. 

In line 42, the interviewer counters Tueni’s positive appraisal of Hezbollah, 

through questioning the motive behind Hezbollah’s activities, asking “for what” 

Hezbollah is fighting. In line 43, Tueni replies stating that Hezbollah is fighting “for 

the cause”. This simple formulation is an effective rhetorical device; it implies that 

Hezbollah is motivated by principles other than self-interest and at the same time 

leaves the nature of the cause unstated. Tueni subsequently reemphasises the notion 

that “all [Lebanese] are in this together”. Here Tueni affirms, again, the notion that 

Hezbollah is fighting on behalf of all the Lebanese, therefore its activities are 

warrantable and the Lebanese have a stake in supporting it (cf. Potter, 1996).   

 

6.3.3 Legitimising the initial attack 

 

In the extract that follows, the interviewee, the Lebanese Minster of Defence, builds 

an account of the war that is designed to acquit Lebanon and the Lebanese resistance 

from responsibility in relation to the war. He constructs the events and the roots of 

the ongoing conflict in a way that legitimises the attack carried out by Hezbollah 

against Israel and apportions the blame for this attack and for the war to Israel solely.  
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Extract 6.3 (Elleas Almor, Minster of Defence, 23/7/2006, Al-Arabiya 

TV)  

 

1 I: Good evening, more than 300 people have been killed  

2  and more than a 1000 wounded since the beginning  

3  of the war against Lebanon (.)  

4  how would you describe the situation on the ground?  

5 A: the current situation can be summarised in two words  

6  there are more than 300 to 350 martyrs  

7  and more than 1000 wounded  

8  and I believe the war has not started yet  

9  since there is no balance of power in this war (.)  

10  Israel is committing a massacre against the Lebanese people  

11  Israel is attacking our bridges,  

12  Israel is destroying our villages  

13  it is killing and displacing our people  

14  Israel attacked the infrastructure  

15  which the Lebanese have been building  

16  for the last 10 to 15 years (.)  

17  Israel has attacked all  

18  components of Lebanese society 

19  under a pretext that there was a capture operation carried out  

20  by Hezbollah in which two Israeli soldiers were kidnapped  

21  the question I want to ask is ok 

22  there was a military operation against soldiers (.)  

23  two soldiers were kidnapped (.) were captured  

24  the reason for that is we have prisoners in the Israeli jails  

25  they have been there for 20 to 30 years  

26  the government, the resistance and United Nations have been  

27  demanding their release and everyone was demanding that  

28  to solve the problem but that did not happen  

29  so the resistance kidnapped and captured these two  

30  there was a capture and kidnap operation  

31  we have been taken by surprise that Israel waged a war  

32  against the civil Lebanese people  

33  it destroyed the country (.) it killed the people  

34  it brought Lebanon 20 to 30 years backward   
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The interviewer starts in lines 1 to 3, by reporting the causalities on the Lebanese 

side, stating that “300 people have been killed and more than 1000 wounded”. This 

report is designed to highlight the deleterious effects of the war on Lebanon 

exclusively. Note that the interviewer does not discuss the effects of the war on 

Israel. In line 4, she asks Almor to “describe the situation on the ground”. In lines 6 

to 7, Almor upgrades the number of deaths, stating that there “are more than 300 to 

350 martyrs and more than 1000 wounded”. Almor recharacterises the interviewer’s 

reference to “people killed”, using instead the term “martyrs”. In contrast to “people 

killed”, martyrs refers to people who have been killed for a worthy, even sacred 

cause. He then escalates the severity of the situation by stating that “I believe the war 

has not started yet” (line 7). This formulation suggests that despite the numbers 

killed and wounded, the war and its destructive effects are still to come. The 

interviewee in line 9 explains why he thinks that the war has not started, through 

indicating that “there is no balance of power in this war”. He characterises the 

fighting sides as not equals in terms of the military power each one of them is 

exercising and consequently the harm each side is inflicting or would inflict on the 

other side. Thus, it is implied that Lebanon is sustaining greater casualties due to its 

military inferiority in comparison to Israel. In lines 10 to 15, he discusses the Israeli 

action as “against the Lebanese people”. He describes the Israeli activities as “killing 

and displacing our people”, “attacking our bridges”, and “destroying our villages”. 

This account emphasises the ferocity of the Israeli attacks. It also portrays these 

attacks as targeting people in addition to a range of widespread, vital civil 

infrastructures. Almor further reinforces this notion on lines 14 to 16, in which he 

states that Israel “attacked the infrastructure which the Lebanese have been building 

for the last 10 to 15 years”. Constructing “people”, “bridges”, and “villages” as 

targets of the attacks implies that Israel is attacking the civilians, not soldiers or 

resistance fighters. Civilians and civil infrastructures are not conventionally or 

legally regarded as legitimate targets of war attacks; he thus implies that the attacks 

are illegitimate. It is important to stress that in this account Almor uses the term 

“our” to associate himself with the affected people and attacked infrastructures. This 

functions as a way of increasing his credibility as a source of information (cf. 



 113 

Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996). 

In lines 17 to 18, Almor produces a summary claim of the Israeli attacks, 

stating that “Israel has attacked all components of the Lebanese society”. This 

reinforces the disproportionate nature of the attacks. It implies that the Israeli attacks 

did not target a specific group of the Lebanese; rather, it affected all areas and all 

Lebanese regardless of their sectarian identity, as well as bridges, villages and 

infrastructure.  

Having built up the extent of Israeli action, Almor then produces an account 

for those actions: “under the pretext that there was a capture operation carried out by 

Hezbollah” (lines 19-20). This inference-rich formulation entails that Hezbollah’s 

initial attack was used by Israel as an excuse to justify attacking Lebanon. The attack 

is described as a military operation against soldiers. This description of the nature of 

the attack as “military” and the characterisations of the target as “soldiers” portrays 

the attack as a legitimate activity and, compared with attacking “people”, these 

actions are constructed as reasonable activity that was not intended to be a cause for 

war. Here, Almor re-constructs Hezbollah’s actions from being the cause for the war, 

to being an excuse which Israel exploited to massacre Lebanon’s people, villages and 

infrastructure. This is designed to construct Israel as the side that is responsible for 

the war and its ramifications such as the unjustified killing and destruction. It acquits 

Hezbollah from starting the armed conflict, apportioning the blame to Israel. In lines 

24 to 25 the interviewee constructs an account that explains the motives of 

Hezbollah’s conduct. He indicates that “the reason for” the attack is the Lebanese 

“prisoners in the Israeli jails, they have been there for 20 to 30 years”. He continues 

asserting that several civil means were used to release “them and solve the problem 

but that did not happen”. He indicates that the “United Nations”, the Lebanese 

“government”, the “resistance” and other sides have been calling for the release of 

these Lebanese prisoners. As in the previous part, here Almor acknowledges the 

potential provocation, but in the way that he describes the incident, it does not merit 

the degree of retaliation that followed. In lines 29 to 30, he portrays Hezbollah’s 

attack as a reasonable act to release the prisoners through using violence since the 

non-violent means did not deliver the desired end. In other words, he portrays 

extensive efforts to release the prisoners and claims that these were unable to resolve 
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the problem. In this context, the use of specific and limited force is warranted as a 

last resort. 

In line 31, the interviewee depicts Israel’s activity as an unforeseeable and 

unwarranted reaction. This formulation is based on the narrative the participant has 

constructed throughout the extract. In lines 32 to 34, he presents a formulation of the 

war that portrays the civil Lebanese people as the target of the Israeli attacks. He 

concludes that these attacks have “destroyed the country” and “killed the people”. 

Here through presenting the consequences of the attacks in an extreme form, 

“destroyed the country”, the participant is deploying a rhetorical cover against 

potential counter-arguments. To sum up, in this extract the interviewee constructs an 

account that is designed to apportion the blame for the war to Israel. He does that by 

downplaying Hezbollah’s role in the war, the “trigger incident” and emphasising the 

Israeli actions as being against the civil Lebanese state. He thus re-characterises the 

war from being a battle between two armed sides, to being a massacre committed by 

Israel against Lebanese civilians. The Lebanese Minster of Defence counters the 

argument that blames Hezbollah for the war through constructing Hezbollah’s 

activity as both limited and justified. 

 

6.3.4 Constructing boundaries of identity and allegiance: the state of 

Lebanon, Hezbollah and Israel   

The speaker in the next extract is Amin Aljumil, who had previously served as Lebanon’s 

president during the civil war and is known to have been critical of Hezbollah and accused of 

being an ally of Israel.  

 

Extract 6.4 (Amin Aljumil, ex-President, current MP, Christian leader, 

10/8/2006, Al-Arabiya TV)  

 

1 A the one that is paying for all that 

2  are the poor Lebanese people who are suffering 

3  who we live with in their suffering.     

4  I don’t think there is a country that has lived (.)  

5  has suffered in such a short period  

6  we have given a thousand martyrs, a million refugees  
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7  which means one fourth of the Lebanese nation  

8  this tragedy must end. [lines 9-12 omitted] 

13    A    the problem is that we in Lebanon are paying the price  

14  Lebanese people are displaced, the Lebanese people  

15  are getting killed and their houses are being destroyed 

16    I Mr President are you demanding that Hassan Nasrollah  

17  give up his weapons 

18    A where is the problem, we have been demanding 

19   this since 2000 

20    I that means defeat if he gives up the weapons now 

21    A listen there is the original situation and the new situation  

22  which means there is the internal political  

23  situation and the war 

24  there is no doubt and we have said  

25  that and we repeat it again that 

26  we are 100 times against the Israelis’ aggression  

27  and when it is between Israel and any Lebanese party  

28  especially Hezbollah 

29  we are with Hezbollah against the Israelis’ aggression  

30  this should be clear 

31  however if it is between the project of Hezbollah and  

32  the project of the state of Lebanon  

33  then we are with the state  

34  the state of Lebanon should regain its control  

35  on all Lebanon’s territories 

36  and it should be the only one who can 

37  take the decision of peace or war  
 

In this extract the interviewee, the Lebanese ex-President, focuses on the “suffering” 

of the “poor Lebanese”, whom he describes as the group that is most affected by the 

war (“paying for it”). He explicitly associates himself with them through indicating 

that he “live[s] with them in their suffering”. This allows the interviewee to assume 

the right to talk on behalf of the people who are suffering. In lines 4 to 7, he 

amplifies the suffering of the Lebanese people, stating that it is an unprecedented 

suffering and that “a thousand martyrs, a million refugees” is the result of the war so 

far. In line (8) he describes their situation as “a tragedy [that] must end”. Similarly, 
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in lines 13 to 15, the interviewee reemphasises the suffering of the Lebanese, saying 

that “we in Lebanon are paying the price” and this price is then specified through a 

three-part list: “Lebanese people are displaced, the Lebanese people are getting killed 

and their houses are being destroyed”. The three-part list is used here to underline the 

suffering of the Lebanese due to the war. As Jefferson (1984) indicated, this device’s 

function is to present the general class of the objective listed. Here the list is 

designed to frame the situation in Lebanon as unbearable. In lines 14 to 15, the 

interviewee presents what is happening in Lebanon in a grim way, indicating that 

“Lebanese people” “are displaced”, “getting killed” “and their houses are being 

destroyed”. This implies that the Lebanese people cannot long withstand such 

circumstances. This suggests that the war must end at any cost, even through 

capitulating. 

The interviewer’s response to this state of affairs is very important from 

discursive point of view. Rather than, say, producing an assessment or comment on 

the people’s suffering, she responds with the question “are you demanding that 

Hassan Nasrallah give up his weapons”. This implicates a relationship between 

“giving up weapons” and alleviating the suffering of the Lebanese. That is, it may be 

inferred that Hassan Nasrollah’s use of weapons is contribution to the attacks on 

Lebanon. In other words, without stating this directly, it is implied that Hezbollah 

(Nasrollah’s party) is contributing to the situation. Asking this question is ambiguous 

however. It could function as seeking clarification or as an expression of incredulity. 

Aljumil’s response treats it as the latter and this is not challenged by the interviewer. 

In lines 18 to 19, Aljumil portrays his demand as legitimate through saying, 

“where is the problem, we have been demanding this since 2000”.  Here he is stating 

that his demand is a longstanding one and therefore not problematic in that, if this 

was an issue prior to the war, Nasrollah’s weapons cannot be held responsible for 

causing this particular conflict. This formulation implies that the interviewee is 

criticising Hezbollah’s position from the war and suggests that Hezbollah could 

contribute to the ending of the war through disarming. Thus, in line 20, the 

interviewer re-characterises the interviewee’s demand, indicating that such action 

“means defeat, if he gives up the weapons now”. In this formulation she is subtly 

accusing the interviewer of being against the resistance and seeking to undermine it 
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through arguing for its defeat. In lines 21 to 30, he counters that accusation, saying, 

“we are 100 times against the Israelis’ aggression and when it is between Israel and 

any Lebanese party especially Hezbollah we are with Hezbollah against the Israelis’ 

aggression”. Here he invokes national identity as the salient and relevant 

categorisation, within the war with Israel. This functions also as a way of countering 

potential accusations that might portray him as working for Israel against his country.  

Thus, he rejects these potentially difficult inferences that arise from the 

proposed solution to suffering, and claims solidarity with the diverse groups of 

Lebanese, in contrast to Israel. However, on lines 31 to 37, he draws a different 

contrast, between Hezbollah and Lebanon, saying, “if it is between the project of 

Hezbollah and the project of the state of Lebanon”. In this formulation he portrays a 

contrast between Hezbollah and the state. This construction implies that Hezbollah is 

identical with the state of Lebanon. This can be seen as framing Hezbollah as a 

separate entity from Lebanon. In line 33, he associates himself with the state and 

against Hezbollah, indicating that “we are with the state”. In lines 34 to 37, he 

creates an account of how the state should behave in relation to Hezbollah, arguing 

that the “state of Lebanon should regain its control on all Lebanon’s territories and it 

should be the only one who can take the decision of peace or war”. This formulation 

suggests that the state does not have control over all of Lebanon’s territories and that 

this is problematic. Moreover, through indicating that the country should be the only 

one that can make the decision of peace and war, he is suggesting that Hezbollah is 

doing that currently and this is not acceptable. This account is designed to portray 

Hezbollah as an independent group that has a different project than the government. 

It implies that Hezbollah’s campaign is not reflective of Lebanon. This negotiates the 

blameworthiness of Hezbollah’s activities, and dissociates Lebanon from their 

project, while portraying himself as against Israel and its “aggression”. In this 

extract, we can see that the complete task of accountability is fraught with potential 

inferential difficulties related to identifying with Lebanon and supporting 

Hezbollah’s cause, while also acknowledging its contribution to the Lebanese 

people’s suffering. The speaker has made, implicitly and explicitly, several 

discursive formulations which deal with multiple issues that are related to the 

discussed matters and to the speaker.   
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6.3.5 Constructing Syria and Iran in contributions to the situation  

 

In the following extract, the speaker accounts for the war in a way that portrays 

Hezbollah as a surrogate for Iran and Syria. He constructs the war as a battle for 

foreigner’s interests taking place in Lebanon. This account apportions the blame 

mainly to Hezbollah, Syria, and Iran. 

 

Extract 6.5 (Waled Jounbulat, MP and Durze leader, 20/7/2006, Al-

Arabiya TV) 
 

1    I    good evening Walied Bek [Bek is an old Turkish title]   

2  who is the enemy of Lebanon?   

3    J   the enemy of Lebanon first is Israel, the second enemy 

4  in the current state of affairs is the Syrian regime      

5  and those two regimes Syrian and Iranian cooperate together 

6  one way or another with Israel in destroying Lebanon  

7     I    can you please explain what you said  

8  how come Israel is striking them  

9         it is primarily striking the Iranian missiles 

10  and striking Hezbollah the main ally of the Syrian regime  

11 I in Lebanon, how are they cooperating to destroy Lebanon? 

 [Lines 12 -19 omitted] 

20   J    today Syria and Iran are conducting a new military  

21  experiment in Lebanon, it is called a balance of fear  

22          the Syrians/Iranians are using Lebanon’s territories  

23  to say to Israel and America we are here  

24  with a disregard of Lebanon’s interests    

25    I    yes but also the Americans seem to have  

26  given a green light to the  

27  Israelis to continue, they don’t want a cease-fire 

28   J   this is true (.) why we gave Israel an excuse to destroy 

29  it is an Iranian agenda and Syrian agenda  

30  to dominate and re-control Lebanon 
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The first point of interest in this extract is in line 2 where the interviewer raises the 

question “who is the enemy of Lebanon”. This is designed to present the main topic 

of the interview as identifying the sides that are against Lebanon in the ongoing war. 

Considering that this interview took place while a war between Hezbollah and Israel 

was going on, raising such a question implies that the situation might not be as 

straightforward as it seems. In lines 3 to 4, Jounbulat responds saying, “the enemy of 

Lebanon first is Israel”, the “second enemy in the current state of affairs is the Syrian 

regime”. Here he is indicating that Israel is not the only side that is harming 

Lebanon. In lines 5 to 6, he portrays the two “regimes Syrian and Iranian cooperate 

together one way or another with Israel in destroying Lebanon”. This account 

constructs the war as an assault against Lebanon carried out by Israel, Syria, and 

Iran. This portrays the Lebanese people as the victim of all these competing powers. 

Consequently this suggests that all these powers are responsible for the war rather 

than the Lebanese. In lines 7 to 10, the interviewer presents an exclamatory question 

that frames Jounbulat’s assessment as problematic. She asks, “can you please explain 

what you said how come”. Through deploying this question, the interviewer is 

showing disagreement with the assessment, not asking for clarification. Thus, she 

does not wait for the Jounbulat to provide clarification. Instead she reformulates her 

argument, saying that Israel “is primarily striking the Iranian missiles”. The 

implication is that if Israel is attacking Syria and Iran, then they cannot be 

cooperating together against Lebanon at the exact same time. This addresses and 

rejects the possible counter-argument that Israel is not attacking Iran. She then 

produces a second argument which, like the first, takes the form of a logical 

assessment: “[Israel] is striking Hezbollah the main ally of the Syrian regime in 

Lebanon, how are they cooperating to destroy Lebanon?”. Again, the implication is 

that one does not attack collaborators. Thus, her upshot demonstrates that she has 

examined possible bases for the claim of cooperation and has found no evidence to 

support that possible state of affairs. She asks rhetorically, “how are they cooperating 

to destroy Lebanon?” (line 11).  

In lines 20 to 30, Jounbulat justifies his notion that Israel, Syria, and Iran are 

cooperating together to destroy Lebanon. He does this through portraying them as 
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jointly responsible. He claims that the consequences of Syrian/Iranian activities have 

been to provide Israel with an excuse to attack Lebanon. Specifically, he says that 

“Syria and Iran” are conducting a “new military experiment in Lebanon”, in which 

“the Syrians/Iranians are using Lebanon’s territories to send a message to Israel and 

America” (line 23). The message relates to fear.  The implication is that Iran and 

Syria are responsible for the war. In addition, he claims that this goal is advanced 

with “a disregard of Lebanon’s interest”. He thereby constitutes Lebanon as 

uninvolved in the conflict. In other words the interviewee constitutes this war in a 

way that insulates Lebanon from it. This attribution of responsibility to the alliance 

of Syria and Iran for causing the war is questioned by the interviewer. She says that 

“yes but also the Americans seem to have given a green light to the Israelis to 

continue, they don’t want a cease-fire” (lines 25-27). This implies that there are other 

countries that are equally involved in the state of affairs and should be considered 

accountable, in particular America and Israel. The implication is that it distributes the 

responsibility to America and Israel along with Syria and Iran. This can be seen as an 

indirect accusation for the speaker of providing a biased view of the conflict. 

Jounbulat’s response in lines 28 to 30 acknowledges American involvement (“this is 

true”), while maintaining the accountability of Syria/Iran who “gave Israel an 

excuse” and by re-specifying their aims “to dominate and re-control” and this further 

warrants his claims. To sum up, in this extract, the interviewer constructs the war and 

the involved sides in a way that portrays Hezbollah, Syria, and Iran as contributing to 

the war and the consequent suffering of the Lebanese people.  

 

6.3.6 Ostracising vs. incubating Hezbollah: laying blame through 

people’s opinion 

 

The following two extracts were taken from the first media interview which was 

conducted with Hassan Nasrallah during the war. In these extracts, Nasrallah and the 

interviewer address the issue of public support of Hezbollah’s conduct. The 

consequence of discussing the public support is attending to the legitimacy of 

Hezbollah’s activities. In the extract that follows the interviewer builds an account 

that is organised around the relationship between Hezbollah and specific Lebanese 
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groups prior to the war. He subsequently presents an important question that is 

designed to imply that Hezbollah is ostracised in Lebanon. Nasrallah replies to this 

question through creating an account that is designed to portray his organisation as 

supported by the Lebanese laypeople.  

 

Extract 6.6 (Hassan Nasrallah, 23/7/2006, Al-Arabiya TV, 

I: interviewer, H: Hassan Nasrallah) 

 

1 I: we will discuss the political issues 

2  but what you have just mentioned about  

3       people enduring is important,  

4            it is known that in the areas  

5  where the resistance fighters and Hezbollah are  

6  there is a real popular incubator   

7  now this incubator is displaced,  

8  expatriated, exhausted,  

9   there is a state of complete devastation 

10 I:  frankly, do you still trust that popular incubator? 

11          don’t you think that you may win militarily  

12          but you have lost the popular support  

13         even among your own sector 

14    even among your own incubator,  

15   not just among the other sides? 

  

 

In this extract the interviewer addresses the issue of support for the resistance. Public 

support is an important matter for any group that is involved in armed conflict. It is 

more so in the case of Hezbollah because it is an organisation that depends decisively 

on the support and cooperation of the lay population (see Achcar & Warschawski, 

2007). In line (3) the interviewer shows agreement with what he describes as the 

interviewee’s prior claim, “about people’s enduring” during the war, describing it as 

“important”. He does not explain why it is important, rather he frames it as a known 

fact. In lines 4 to 6 the interviewer constitutes two categories: the first includes “the 

resistance fighters, Hezbollah” and the second category is “the popular incubator 

(hadena)”. The word (hadena) in Arabic usually is not used to describe people and 
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the literal translation of it is incubator. It is derived from the act of incubating 

(Haden). The interviewer uses this unconventional descriptive term “popular 

incubator” to build up specific social identities for the people that support the 

resistance (cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996; Sacks, 1992). The use of the 

word “popular” as part of the descriptive term of the group implies that this group is 

composed of laypeople, in comparison to the fighters who are known to be devoted 

members of the Hezbollah organisation. The term implicates safe-keeping, security 

and insulation from outside dangers. Thus, “popular incubator” suggests that 

Hezbollah fighters enjoy significant support from the local laypeople. It is important 

to stress that the interviewer does not provide any reference or evidence to support 

this claim. Instead, he frames it as general knowledge or a known fact. It can be 

suggested that the term “incubator” is used as an alternative to the potentially 

relevant term, “Shiite” as it is from this group that Hezbollah derives much of its 

popular support. This category term was used by different media networks such as 

Al-Arabia TV, CNN, and BBC (2006-2008). The category “Shiite”, however, 

suggests that Hezbollah’s supporters are just one sector of the Lebanese people. It 

implies that that group could be united by an identity or causes that are not 

necessarily shared by other Lebanese people. This can be seen as problematic for 

Hezbollah, considering it categorises itself as an Islamic, Arabic, and Lebanese 

resistance movement, which increases the number of its potential supporters. Thus, 

portraying its supporters as only Shiites would deprive it of an important mandate. 

In lines 7 to 8, the interviewer discusses the current situation of “the incubator” 

group. He uses a three-part list, saying that “this incubator is displaced, expatriated, 

exhausted”. The discursive function of the three-part list device is to build up the 

intensity of the assessment and inoculate against potential counter-argument. In this 

case, the interviewer uses this formulation to highlight the severity and the 

seriousness of the suffering that people are experiencing. In line (9) the interviewer 

presents the final assessment of the “incubator” group’s current situation. He uses an 

extreme case formulation saying that there is “complete destruction”. Pomerantz 

(1986) points out that extreme case formulations strengthen the speaker’s claim and 

inoculate against potential disagreement. Here, this formulation is used specifically 

to highlight and amplify the severity of the situation which the traditional Hezbollah 
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supporters are experiencing. This suggests that one consequence of the effects of the 

war is the loss of popular support for Hezbollah. 

The interviewer finishes this part of his utterance with a question that is based 

on the picture he portrayed earlier. In line 10, he raises the question of trust between 

Nasrollah and the “incubator”. Raising this question underlines the importance of 

popular support to the resistance. In lines 11 to 12, the interviewer presents a 

discursive contrast saying that, “don’t you think that you may win militarily but you 

have lost the popular support?”. The interviewer here frames the goals and the 

desired ends of Hezbollah as being beyond military victory. Through constructing 

the group that traditionally supports Hezbollah as being severely affected by the 

ramifications of the war the interviewer portrays Hezbollah as compromised. This 

account prepares the ground for demanding activities such as apologising to the 

people, giving up weapons, accepting defeat, and most importantly accepting the 

responsibility for the damage inflicted on Lebanon.  

In lines 13 to15, the interviewer continues building on the notion that 

Hezbollah is losing the people’s support, stating that it is losing “even among your 

own sector, even among your own incubator, not just among the other sides”. He 

constitutes the decline in Hezbollah’s support among people as extreme to the degree 

that even the ones that are expected to be more connected to it: “own sector” and 

“own incubator”, are turning away. This formulation highlights both the importance 

of the popular support and amplifies Hezbollah’s lack of support. Moreover, it 

implicitly invokes the sectarian identity of both groups. Through highlighting the 

sectarian identity he invokes one category-bound attribute of “own sector” and “own 

incubator” which is that of loyalty and solidarity. This employment of the sectarian 

collective identity plays down the importance of the ideological basis for supporting 

the resistance in comparison to the identity basis. This emphasises the gravity of the 

resistance situation.  

 In the following extract, Hassan Nasrallah responds to this account.  
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Extract 6.7 (Hassan Nasrallah, 23/7/2006, Al-Arabiya TV, 

I: interviewer, H: Hassan Nasrallah) 

 

16   H before I met you the brothers told me 

17    and they are of course visiting all the areas  

18   where the refugees and the displaced are 

19    they meet with the people and ask the people  

20   but most importantly they told me  

21     that western embassies are sending teams 

22   to ask the people about their opinions  

23   and when they ask  

24   they ask the people about their sector 

25   and their religious sector 

26      they are mostly interested in Shiite opinions  

27   based on the classification of the country 

28   because they think if Shiite started to dismantle 

29   and back down from supporting      

30   the resistance this is an indication  

31   that other sectors will back down 

32   because this is the composition of the country 

33   these teams were shocked 

34   from their visits and meetings  

35   they found that there is very strong  

36   support for the resistance  

37   there is a will to withstand and to sacrifice 

38   they have listened to many women  

39   who said “we are willing  

40   to give up our children  

41   and willing to give, to fight  

42   and we will withstand and sacrifice 

43    and suffer but  

44   we don’t accept the defeat of the resistance  

45   or that it would be humiliated or be hit” 

46   anyway instead of me going or anyone else 

47   people can go but in an objective and decent way  

48   to meet with those people 

49   and not to take one person who may  
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50   not be one of the displaced 

51   who says that I speak in the name of the refugees 

52   all our information on the ground  

53   and we are in continuing contact 

54   because they are our folk  

55   the definite impression and I’m sure it now exists 

56   among the western embassies  

57   which monitor and follow and give information  

58   to the Israelis and the decision capitals in the world   

 

It is worth noting that the interviewee does not disagree with interviewer’s 

assessment, which presents a specific sect of the Lebanese people as the supporters 

of the resistance. Instead, he focuses in his response on negating the interviewer’s 

final assessment, that he is losing the support of his “own sector”, let alone other 

Lebanese. He does so by portraying himself as someone who knows what is 

happening and is able to gauge popular views.  Specifically, he describes the basis of 

his information, stating that, “before I met you the brothers told me”. This portrays 

information as recent (“before I met you”). In addition, he uses the term “brothers” 

instead of more conventional terms such as members of Hezbollah. This term allows 

hearers to notice the close relationship between Nasrallah and his informers. Thus, 

through describing these individuals as brothers, the speaker implies that they are an 

important and credible source of information. In lines 17-18 he builds up the 

credentials of the “brothers”, saying that “they are of course visiting all the areas 

where the refugees and the displaced are” and “They meet with the people and ask 

the people”. This formulation portrays the “brothers” as in close contact with the 

people whose views are sought and therefore as knowledgeable. It provides the 

informants and consequently Hassan Nasrallah with what Potter (1996) calls an 

entitlement to talk on behalf of the “refugees and displaced”. However, their opinion 

is not stated.  Instead on lines 16-26 he makes relevant another category, “western 

embassies”, stating that they are sending teams “to ask people about their opinions”. 

Through invoking this category, the interviewee heads off the potential accusation 

that the brothers’ report is a self-interested one, as they have a stake in portraying 

support for Nasrallah. The Western embassies are reported as asking about the 
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sectarian identity of Hezbollah’s supporters.  They are described as being “interested 

in Shiite opinions”. By invoking Western embassies as information-gatherers (and 

the source of information), and by taking on the role of reporter of that information, 

Nasrallah is able to portray that information as neutral and objective rather than 

influenced by his own and Hezbollah’s interests. In these ways, Nasrallah is able to 

present and discuss sensitive accounts without assuming responsibility for them. 

Although here he portrays the western embassies’ interest in Shiite opinion as 

understandable, he does not state his position. Instead he moves to tackle the main 

question, which is whether the Shiites are backing down from supporting the 

resistance or not. He answers this question through reporting that the western teams 

“were shocked” because “they found that there is a very strong support for the 

resistance”. He adds that they found that “there is a will to withstand and to 

sacrifice”.  

Here again the interviewee does not take the role of composer of the claim; 

instead he attributes this claim to the western embassies’ teams. They “support the 

resistance and” they are willing “to withstand and sacrifice”. This picture of the 

laypeople’s position challenges the more conventional picture of laypeople in wars. 

Laypeople are usually constituted as passive recipients of war events, or as victims 

who do not have any say in what is going on. In line (38) he invokes another 

category “women”. He reports that “many women” “said that they are willing to 

‘give up their children’” to “fight, sacrifice, withstand, and suffer”, in order to 

prevent “the defeat of the resistance”. The use of the women category, who are not 

expected to support a war in general, let alone give up their children, implies that 

Hezbollah enjoys significant support even among groups that are less likely to 

support its cause. The implication is that support would be even greater among 

traditional supporters. In this way, he accomplishes support for Hezbollah, in 

contrast to the interviewer’s claim of declining popular support.  

In lines (46-52), the speaker invites “people” to go in a “decent way to meet 

with” the displaced people. This invitation functions as a way of reinforcing the 

factuality of the claim that the displaced still support the resistance. It is important to 

note that the speaker does not use the word Shiite to describe this group. Instead he 

refers to them simply as people. In lines 49-51 he warns about making a 
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generalisation based on isolated cases, such as one person who may not be one of the 

displaced who says that “I speak in the name of the refugees”. This warning here is 

designed to head off any potential counter-argument that some of the people who are 

suffering due to the war may not share the interviewee’s assessment that they are 

willing to sacrifice and withstand. In lines 52-54 Nasrallah produces a summary 

which warrants his assessment through affiliating himself with these people, stating 

that he is “in continuing contact” and that these people are “our folk”. This affiliation 

with these people entitles the interviewee to speak in their name. He supports his 

assessment further through saying “the definite impression and I’m sure it now exists 

among the western embassies which monitor and follow and give information to the 

Israelis and the decision capitals in the world”. Here he describes them as a hostile 

side that cooperates with Israel and provides information to Israel. That description 

strengthens the claim the interviewee made earlier and formulates it as a fact that 

could be confirmed by the enemies. Moreover, through inviting people to go and see 

for themselves, the speaker constructs the ‘out-thereness’ of popular support, and this 

in turn deflects the idea that Hezbollah is itself responsible for the events in Lebanon. 

 

6.4 Summary and conclusion  

 

In this chapter I have discussed how various Lebanese politicians dealt with issues of 

accountability in relation to the war. I have shown how these politicians warranted 

some actions in contrast to others. In extract (6.1), it became evident that the 

Secretary General of Hezbollah constructed and carried out the attack in such a way 

as to make it discursively righteous. In extract (6.2) the speaker pieced together the 

sides of the war and the audience’s stake in a way that makes supporting Hezbollah a 

desired end. Hollingworth (2003), Silke (2004), and Wilkinson (2003) have indicated 

that such organizations are part of a specific culture and they have their own rational, 

discourse, and norms. Hezbollah is a religious and political armed organization that 

is dependent on the support of specific groups of laypeople (Wilkinson, 2003). 

Wilkinson (2003) conveys that Islamic discourse is an essential element of this 

organization.  Thus, the rhetorical accounts of Hezbollah’s Secretary General have 
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significant implications for the events and the people in Lebanon and the Middle 

East. As we have seen, in his accounts war is legitimated, rationalised, and warranted 

through the use of various discursive formulations that are based on invoking 

religious and national notions. As Chang and Mehan (2006) pointed out, the use of 

religious modes is an effective strategy to advance a specific stance, especially 

within conflicts.  

In extract (6.3) the Lebanese Minster of Defence creates an account of the 

war that is designed to denounce Israel and revere Hezbollah. This legitimating of 

Hezbollah’s activities by a senior member of the Lebanese government can prolong 

the war. In contrast, in extracts 6.4 & 6.5, two prominent Lebanese politicians 

construct the war in a way that is designed to apportion the blame mainly to 

Hezbollah. In both these extracts Hezbollah is constructed as the side that needs to be 

stopped. The speakers in both these extracts create opposing pictures of Hezbollah as 

the acceptable and reasonable stance.  

In all the discussed extracts, the participants construct and use the war as a 

means to conduct social activity. What was happening, who is involved, and the 

causes behind the conflict are all constructed as discursive resources that lead to 

warranting a specific stance in the conflict. This stance is in turn used to justify a 

specific action in relation to the war and the involved sides. This implies that in order 

to understand any account of a war we need to analyse it within its context and with 

attention to the discursive action it was used to accomplish. As we have seen, 

accounts of armed conflicts are not impartial reflections of specific events. Rather, 

they are multifaceted discursive narratives that are created to accomplish several 

specific acts within the ongoing social interaction through building up the meaning 

of armed conflicts in very specific ways. As I have demonstrated in the previous 

extracts, various speakers have focused on a number of aspects: building them as 

discursive resources to accomplish warranting the war, Hezbollah’s role in the war, 

or rejecting Hezbollah through denouncing the war. Hence, the war’s accounts are 

interest-serving formulations, and not pure descriptions. 
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Chapter 7. Accounting for the violence in Iraq 
 

7.1 Introduction  

 

As I have argued in chapter 2, the ongoing war in Iraq is a clear example of the 

volatile nature of modern wars. It is also a principal example of how hard it is to 

understand the dynamics of modern wars. This war started on March 20
th

 of 2003 as 

an armed campaign intended to remove Saddam and his regime from power using a 

coalition of several western countries led by the US and UK. A significant segment 

of the Iraqi people welcomed the American intervention; the Iraqi Army abandoned 

Saddam’s regime. However, soon after the fall of the regime and the establishment of 

the Coalition Provisional Authority to administer Iraq, a fierce and well organised 

insurgency movement started. This movement started as a resistance-like campaign 

led by ex-Ba’athist, radical Sunni Muslims, and former Iraqi soldiers who were 

mainly Sunni Arabs (see Galbraith, 2007; Fawn & Hinnebusch, 2007). Soon after 

this movement began gaining momentum, it shifted its goals from fighting American 

and British forces into carrying out genocide against Iraqi Shiites, Christians and 

Kurds. By 2006, Iraq was in a situation that resembled civil war. Fighting between 

the different Iraqi groups and looting became the norm. According to Iraq Body 

Count Project, more than 100,000 civilians have lost their lives in violent events 

related to fighting in Iraq since 2003 (Iraq Body Count website, 2010). A countless 

number of different accounts intended to explain what has been taking place, what 

are the fighting sides, and what are the potential outcomes were broadcast 

worldwide. These accounts are contrasting and even contradicting. The starting point 

for this chapter is the discursive understanding of rhetorical accounts. I examine 

accounts not as a reflection of the situation but as a construction of the situation that 

is intended to perform specific rhetorical actions (see Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; 

Billig, 1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992, 2003; Edwards, 2005; Pomerantz, 1978; 

Potter, 1996; Sacks, 1992).  

In this chapter I use discursive psychology (Potter, 1996, 2003) to analyse 

how a number of Iraqi politicians and decision makers account for the violence 
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through dealing with various aspects of the ongoing war within their rhetorical 

accounts. I show that these various Iraqi individuals construct and deploy different 

accounts to justify or reject violence and violent attacks. Each one of these accounts 

is designed to establish and argue for a specific position in relation to war through 

building up violent events in a specific way. Here I focus on how the different 

speakers warrant or reject specific types of violence within their account of the war. 

 

7.2 Data  

 

The extracts I use in this chapter are taken from different interviews conducted by 

TV and radio stations, such as Alarabiya, AlJazeera, and radio Europe with various 

Iraqi politicians, starting from March of 2003 to August of 2009. Some of these 

interviews were conducted in English and their transcripts are available on the media 

outlets websites, however, I did review and edit these transcripts. I have transcribed 

and translated all the other ones. Important to stress that there were several 

shortcomings in the transcripts done by the various media outlets, as most of the 

transcripts have literal translations which do not reflect the meaning of the talk 

accurately. Moreover I have excluded data which can not translate into English 

accurately without including discursive formulations which the speakers did not 

utter. All the extracts are taken from interviews that were conducted in Iraq with 

prominent Iraqi politicians. In this chapter I analyse extracts that contain accounts of 

violent activities that are related to the war. I focus on how the various Iraqi 

politicians and decision makers warrant, deny, explain or reject violence and specific 

violent activities and groups.   

 

Analysis  

 

7.3 Rejecting the conventional implications of being a victim 

 

Rejecting victimization  
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The following extract is taken from an interview conducted a few hours after the 

interviewee survived an attempt on his life. The interviewee is Mithal al-Alousi, a 

prominent Iraqi politician and the longtime head of the De-Ba’athification 

Committee in the Iraqi Parliament. On the morning of 8
th

 of February 2005, a group 

of armed men fired on his car. Two of al-Alousi’s sons, Ayman and Jamal, and a 

bodyguard who were inside his vehicle were instantly killed in the incident. Several 

media reporters came to the scene of the attack, and asked Mr. al-Alousi to speak 

about the incident. The extract is all that was broadcast by Radio Free Europe. The interviewee 

starts by talking freely before being asked a few questions by the reporter.  

 

Extract 7.1 (Mithal al-Alousi, Radio Free Europe, 08/02/2005, 

Baghdad, Iraq) 

 

 

1  A: again, the ghosts of death are going out  

2   they are ready to kill a human being, ready to kill the peace,  

3   ready to kill the victory of Iraqis and their right to life  

4   again (.) henchmen of the Ba’ath and the dirty terrorist 

5   gangs Al-Qaeda and others, are going out convinced that they 

6   can determine life and death as they desire (.) Iraq will not die 

7   my children (.) three people one (.) of my bodyguards and 

8   two of my children (.) died as heroes, not differently from other  

9   people who met their heroic deaths but we will not,  

10  I swear by God, hand Iraq over to murderers and terrorists 

11  we will pave the road for peace. If they thought that  

12  by attempting to kill Mithal al-Alousi, the advocates of peace in  

13  Iraq will be stopped then they have made a grave mistake   

14  we will be calling for peace. We will be calling for peace with  

15  all neighbouring countries, we will be calling for peace 

16  with all countries of the region and we will be calling for 

17  fighting terrorism by any means (.) against all forms of terror 

18  they claim that Islam is a message of killing, while Islam  

19  is a message of peace. They claim that its principles  

20  encourage killing, while the only principles that encourage  

21  killing are the principles of the Ba’ath and of the  

22  heathens from Al-Qaeda groups.  
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23  the Sunni areas groan under the hands of murderers and  

24  criminals who are neither Sunnis nor Iraqis.  

25  they are intruders in Iraq from Al-Qaeda groups  

26  and Ba’ath henchmen. They are the ghosts of death. 

27  we will be building Iraq.  

28  we will be building Iraq despite all that has happened.  

29  may God help us. 

30 I: How long do you expect some political circles to continue  

31  speaking the language of violence and terror?  

32  do they have any political programme?  

33  do they have any clear goals?  

34  do they have any slogan which they might bring forward to 

35  discuss, and lead a dialogue? 

38 A: that would not excuse them.  

39  if they have a slogan, a goal, a language,  

40  and an activity, it is killing.  

41  they were killing us for more than three decades  

42  they want to kill us and enslave us, over and over again 

43  that is why I have always urged politicians to avoid trying  

44  to lead a dialogue with terrorists  

45  any kind of inviting murderers to dialogue  

46  means giving them a little bit of legitimacy,  

47  which they do not have 

48  they do not have the right to play with us. 

49  consequently, I ask my friends and colleagues in the political 

50  leadership inside or outside the government... 

51  to take a clear, frank, and firm position to enforce the law  

52  over all, whoever it is (.) be it a religious or non-religious party.  

53  there should be no debate or dialogue with a murderer who  

54  calls for killing. This cannot be the [right] way 

55  the way is the way of law, the way of dialogue,  

56  the way of building, and the way of leading the Sunni areas  

57  out of confusion. I would like to focus on that very clearly  

58  the Sunni areas groan under the hands of murderers and  

59  the criminals who are neither Sunnis nor Iraqis.  

60  they are intruders in Iraq from among Al-Qaeda groups  

61  and Ba'ath [Party] henchmen. They are the ghosts of death. 
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62 I: you have been the target of repeated assassination attempts 

63  do you believe the reason is your opinions and political  

64  attitudes, or is there another factor that has made  

65  you such a target? 

66 A: they do not spare anyone  

67  they target laypeople on the way to do shopping in the market 

68  they target hospitals and schools  

69  they target everyone 

70  on the fact that I have been targeted personally, I have kept  

71  saying, there is no way for Iraq but the way of peace  

 

 

This extract contains an interesting and important account of the violence associated 

with war. Here the speaker, who is a prominent Sunni politician, is discussing the 

killing of his two children. Speaking shortly after this traumatic event took place, he 

constructs an account that is designed to perform several social actions. Firstly, it 

reports and explains how he sees what happened. Secondly, it denounces the killers 

and the killing of his sons. Thirdly, it identifies the killers in a way that encourages 

listeners to view the killing as a matter which concerns many Iraqis, not just himself. 

Finally, it portrays the speaker as resilient and implies that he will continue fighting 

the people involved in the insurgency movement. I will divide this excerpt into 

smaller extracts for practical reasons. 

 

1 A: again, the ghosts of death are going out  

2  they are ready to kill a human being, ready to kill the peace,  

3  ready to kill the victory of Iraqis and their right to life  

4 again (.) henchmen of the Ba’ath and dirty terrorist 

5 gangs Al-Qaeda and others, are going out convinced that they 

6 can determine life and death as they desire (.) Iraq will not die 

7 my children (.) three people one (.) of my bodyguards and 

8 two of my children (.) died as heroes, not differently from other  

9 people who met their heroic deaths but we will not, I swear  

10  by God, hand Iraq over to murderers and terrorists 

 

In lines 1 to 3, the interviewee is framing what happened to his sons as a matter that 
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concerns the general Iraqi public. He starts by presenting what seems like a vague 

label for the killers of his sons, describing them as “ghosts of death” (line 1). He 

indicates that these killers are “ready to kill a human being”, and more than that, they 

are ready to kill principles and tenets. In particular, they are “ready to kill the peace, 

ready to kill the victory of Iraqis and their right to life”. In these lines the interviewee 

is constructing the killing of his sons as part of a campaign against Iraqi people in 

general, by people who want to eradicate essential principles, such as “victory”, 

“peace”, and free choice in “life”. These notions are valuable by nature to most if not 

all people. They have been invoked throughout history by various politicians as 

objectives that are worth sacrificing one’s life for (cf. Billig, 1995; Dower, 1986; 

Fisk, 2005; Herrera, 2003; Julius, 1990; Leudar, Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004). 

Constructing these notions as being the ultimate target of the attack that claimed the 

interviewee’s sons’ lives extends the attack beyond the speaker and his family. It 

implicates many other Iraqis in the attack, suggesting that Iraqis who support peace, 

victory, and the right to life are all potential targets for the killers. It also implies that 

the victims are innocent and the killing is unjust and unwarrantable. This 

reformulates the killing from being an accomplishment from the point of view of the 

attackers into a means for them to achieve further goal. This makes the goal of the 

attackers harder to accomplish. In lines 4 to 5, the interviewee puts a face to the 

killers, identifying them as members of the Ba’ath party and Al-Qaeda. He constructs 

the members of the Ba’ath party as “henchmen” and uses the inference rich label 

“gangs” to denote Al-Qaeda members. The title “henchmen” is an inference-rich 

descriptive that implies that the members of the Ba’ath party are anti-religion and 

criminals. This discards the Ba’ath members’ campaign against the new Iraqi 

government. Similarly, describing Al-Qaeda members as “gangs” is designed to 

undermine the credibility of these people which consequently discredits their 

activities. This formulation is designed to reject the whole insurgency movement in 

Iraq through depicting the main two factions involved in it as murderers and 

terrorists.   

In line 5 al-Alousi starts identifying the motive of the killers, stating that they 

“are going out convinced that they can determine life and death”. Here the 

interviewee is building up the rationale of the killers as a built-in general desire to 
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establish absolute control over the Iraqis’ “life and death”. This depicts the killers as 

zealous people who seek hegemony, rather than specific causes. This formulation 

also provides solid justifications for many of the Iraqi listeners to affiliate with the 

victims and view the assassination as an incident that concerns them. In other words, 

the speaker is establishing a stake for the audience in opposing the insurgency 

through the way he constructs the killing of his two children. He has transferred the 

issue from a specific event in which he lost his two sons into a struggle that concerns 

other Iraqis. He also constructs the insurgency movement as the enemy, not just the 

individuals or the faction that carried out the attack. 

In the second part of line 6, al-Alousi states that “Iraq will not die”. This 

reformulates the issue of the interview from the killing of the speaker’s sons into the 

goal of the attackers. The interviewer frames the unknown attackers as part of the 

insurgents whose goal is to rule Iraq. He states that they would not succeed in 

achieving this goal even if they manage to kill some Iraqis. This reemphasises the 

argument that the killers want to harm Iraq, not just the interviewee or his family. It 

also implies that the speaker is resilient and still willing to challenge these killers 

despite losing his sons. In fact, he does not construct the murder of his children as a 

loss for him personally at any point in this extract. This can be seen as a way of 

resisting and refusing being seen as defeated or resigned. This is similar to the 

account from extract 4.3 where the speaker constructed his brother who was killed as 

a result of the war as not dead. The interviewee here is invoking the notion that “Iraq 

will not die” as a way of signifying his loss and the death of his sons as the greater 

issue of the battle against the insurgents. This in turn constructs the killings as a 

failure to achieve the killers’ desired goals. Analysing this and similar formulations 

may help researchers in understanding the vicious circles that take place in armed 

conflicts, where the killing usually causes more killing and the violence continues 

over a long course of time. In most armed conflicts people seem as if they have 

developed a bewildering tendency to overlook the immediate deleterious effects of 

their actions. This extract provides some sort of an explanation of how people in war 

can appear to be indifferent to what seems unintelligible to outside researchers. On 

the one hand, this rhetorical account functions as a way of mitigating the loss caused 

by the conflicts; on the other hand, it prolongs conflicts by diminishing its 



 136 

consequences. 

In lines 7 to 9 al-Alousi returns to the death of his two sons and his 

bodyguard, describing their deaths as “heroic”. He further indicates that the way his 

children and his bodyguard died is not different from the deaths of other Iraqis who 

have been killed in insurgents’ attacks. This formulation is designed to portray the 

deaths of the interviewee’s sons, his bodyguard, and the rest of the Iraqis victims as 

for the same just cause. It elevates the victims from being powerless individuals, who 

could not protect themselves and lost their lives tragically, into heroes. It also binds 

the killing of his sons to the numerous other victims, often Iraqis, who have lost their 

lives in the conflict. This can be seen as a way of alleviating potential emotional and 

psychological extreme notions that are conventionally attached to such occurrences. 

Moreover, through describing his sons and other Iraqis’ deaths as heroic, al-Alousi is 

transforming sadness into pride. Here the three victims, as well as all the other 

victims, deserve admiration, not just empathy. This is designed to show empathy 

with other victims of the violence. It is important to stress that the killing is 

associated with pride and resilience rather than sadness and horror. In lines 9 to 10, 

the interviewee indicates that he is not defeated or deterred due to the killing of his 

children, promising that he will not “hand Iraq over to murderers and terrorists”. 

Through describing his opponents as “murderers and terrorists”, the speaker prepares 

the ground for denouncing them and for actively continuing to fight them. This 

formulation is similar to the rational used by fighting sides in Yugoslavia to warrant 

the war (see Glenny, 1992). This account constructs the murder of the speaker’s sons 

as a reason for continuing to fight rather than as a deterrent to the continuation of the 

conflict.  

In the next part of the extract the interviewee builds up the sides that are 

involved in the violence.    

 

11 we will pave the road for peace if they thought that  

12 by attempting to kill Mithal al-Alousi, the advocates of peace in  

13 Iraq will be stopped then they have made a grave mistake   

14 we will be calling for peace. We will be calling for peace with  

15 all neighbouring countries, we will be calling for peace 

16 with all countries of the region and we will be calling for 
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17 fighting terrorism by any means (.) against all forms of terror 

18 they claim that Islam is a message of killing, while Islam  

19 is a message of peace they claim that its principles  

20 encourage killing, while the only principles that encourage  

21 killing are the principles of the Ba’ath and of the  

22 heathens from Al-Qaeda groups.  

23  the Sunni areas groan under the hands of murderers and  

24  criminals who are neither Sunnis nor Iraqis.  

25  they are intruders in Iraq from Al-Qaeda groups  

26  and Ba’ath henchmen. 

27  They are the ghosts of death (.) we will be building Iraq.  

28  we will be building Iraq despite all that has happened.  

29  may God help us. 

 

In this segment of the extract the interviewee constructs the rival sides of the conflict. 

He constructs his group as “the advocates of peace” (lines 11-15). This puts them in 

contrast with the rival category, “ghosts of death” (line 1). Here he is building a 

moral contrast between the two groups. Note that the two rival groups are composed 

of Iraqis; the Americans or any other sides involved in the conflict are made 

irrelevant in this extract. Al-Alousi does not blame the occupation forces even for the 

lack of security or their incapability to protect the civilian population. This shows 

that people who are in the war can depict the situation in a way that may not be 

available to outside observers. In lines 12 to 13, he asserts that killing him will not 

make other “advocates of peace” stop. Here he is affiliating himself to a group which 

he frames as advancing peace. Consequently, the activity he is carrying out is not 

exclusive to him; rather it is shared by many other people. This is designed to further 

alienate the insurgents’ violence and activities. Here he implies that the matter is 

bigger than him and his life or death. In lines 16 to 17, the interviewee indicates that 

he intends to continue “fighting terrorism by any means”. This formulation portrays 

the speaker as resolute and determined, in spite of losing his two sons. In spite of 

these personal losses he does not show sadness, rancour, or desperation, even at the 

point of the incident. In contrast, in this extract al-Alousi presents as unswervingly 

dedicated to his cause.  

In lines 18 to 26, the interviewee constitutes an account that dismisses the 
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insurgents. He starts by indicating that they misinterpret and misrepresent the ideas 

of Islam, stating that that “Islam is a message of peace” while they present Islam as 

“a message of killing” (lines 18-19). In lines 20 to 22, he states that the two groups 

who have an ideology that encourage killing are the “Ba’ath” party and the “heathens 

from Al-Qaeda”. In lines 23 to 24, he presents an account which rejects the notion 

that the insurgents are fighting on behalf of the Sunni community in Iraq. He argues 

that “the Sunni areas groan under the hands of murderers and criminals”. 

Subsequently he indicates that these “killers” and “criminals” “are neither Sunnis nor 

Iraqis”, “they are intruders in Iraq from Al-Qaeda and Ba’ath henchmen”. In this 

formulation the speaker detaches the members of the Ba’ath and Al-Qaeda from 

Islam and from Iraq and constructs them as intruders. This warrants fighting these 

groups and adopting strong measures against them. Indeed, this and the previous 

segments of the extract warrant fighting against the insurgents. Hence, the 

interviewer picks up on this notion and presents a question and response, in lines 30 

to 48, designed to explore the possibility of a peaceful way of dealing with the 

insurgents.   

 

30 I: How long do you expect some political circles to continue  

31  speaking the language of violence and terror?  

32  do they have any political programme?  

33  do they have any clear goals?  

34  do they have any slogan which they might bring forward to 

35  discuss, and lead a dialogue? 

38 A: that would not excuse them.  

39  if they have a slogan, a goal, a language,  

40  and an activity, it is killing.  

41  they were killing us for more than three decades  

42  they want to kill us and enslave us, over and over again 

43  that is why I have always urged politicians to avoid trying  

44  to lead a dialogue with terrorists  

45  any kind of inviting murderers to dialogue  

46  means giving them a little bit of legitimacy,  

47  which they do not have 

48  they do not have the right to play with us. 

 



 139 

In lines 30 to 35, the interviewee presents a question that discusses the possibility of 

the insurgents and terrorists employing civil means instead of violence. He uses the 

term “political circles” as a label to denote the insurgents. This term is an effective 

device that covers all the different sides that are involved in violence in Iraq while at 

the same time avoiding the controversy attached to naming these groups. In line 31 

the interviewer clarifies what he meant by “political circles”, indicating that they are 

“speaking the language of violence and terror”. Here the speaker manages to 

gradually present the groups that are carrying out attacks like the one which claimed 

the lives of the interviewee’s sons, without using the conventional labels. The 

interviewer asks if the terrorists and insurgents “have any political programme” or 

“clear goals” and if they can “lead a dialogue” (lines 32-35). This formulation 

implies that the violence which these groups employ represents a means to achieve 

specific goals. In line 38, the interviewee starts answering the question through 

indicating that even if they have goals or a programme, that would not justify their 

acts. In lines 39 to 40, he indicates that “if they have a slogan, a goal, a language, and 

an activity, it is killing”. Here the interviewee is framing the goals of these groups as 

killing. This transforms killing from a means, as it is in the interviewer’s question, 

which in turn can be abandoned, into the goal of the insurgents. This formulation 

implies that the insurgents cannot be part of a peaceful process, since violence is 

their goal, not just a means to accomplish further goals. The interviewee supports his 

argument through invoking a historical account of the insurgents’ acts (lines 41-42). 

He indicates that “they were killing us for more than three decades they want to kill 

us and enslave us, over and over again”. This formulation portrays the current attacks 

of the insurgents as a continuation of the conduct of the ex-regime. This identifies the 

insurgents as being members of the “Ba’ath”. In lines 43 to 48, the interviewee 

presents an appropriate way in which Iraqi “politicians” should deal with the 

insurgents. He argues that there should not be a “dialogue with terrorists”. He 

justifies this position through warning that a dialogue would give the “murderers” “a 

little bit of legitimacy” (lines 45-46). In line 48, he indicates that the terrorists “do 

not have the right” to be part of the political process in Iraq. Here, through 

constructing what seems like a factual account that portrays the insurgents as 

“murderers and terrorists”, al-Alousi frames talking to these groups as an erroneous 
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act that has negative consequences. To sum up, in this segment, the interviewee 

frames the insurgents as lacking legitimacy and the will to abandon violence. This 

constitutes these people as an existential threat to Iraqi people. Al-Alousi discards 

arguments that call for reconciliation between the Iraqi government and the 

insurgents.  

In the next and last segment of this extract that I will discuss how the 

speakers deal with the attack that targeted al-Alousi specifically.  

 

62 I: you have been the target of repeated assassination attempts 

63  do you believe the reason is your opinions and political  

64 attitudes, or is there another factor that has made  

65 you such a target? 

66        A: they do not spare anyone  

67 they target laypeople on the way to do shopping in the market 

68 they target hospitals and schools  

69 they target everyone 

70 on the fact that I have been targeted personally, I have kept  

71 saying, there is no way for Iraq but the way of peace  

 

In lines 62 to 65, the interviewer indicates that al-Alousi has been a target of 

“repeated assassination attempts” (line 62). This sentence functions as a basis for the 

question put in lines 63 to 65 – whether “the reason” for these assassination attempts 

are al-Alousi’s “opinions and political attitudes”. This question implies that the 

interviewee is responsible for being targeted by the assassins. It further implies that 

the attack is part of a limited conflict between al-Alousi and the insurgents. In line 

66, the participant replies, stating that “they do not spare anyone”. This response is 

designed to clear the speaker from any responsibility for the attacks, through 

indicating that the insurgents are killing people indiscriminately. It also implies that 

the killing was not an isolated incident that is motivated by a specific reason or 

particular individualistic conduct; rather, it is a systematic behaviour. In lines 67 to 

68, the interviewee cements the notion that these killers are killing Iraqis without a 

specific reason. He indicates that “they target laypeople on the way to do shopping in 

the market, they target hospitals and schools”. Here, through reporting that the killers 

are targeting people who are going about their mundane activities such as 
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“shopping”, al-Alousi is advancing and enforcing the notion that the victims are 

innocent and the killers have no valid justification for their acts. This is designed to 

portray the killers as enemies to all Iraqis by nature. It is designed to solicit empathy 

from the audience for the Iraqi people in general and not just for the interviewee. In 

line 69 the speaker presents an ultimate conclusion, stating that “they target 

everyone”. This conclusion functions as a way of suggesting that the killing of al-

Alousi’s sons is related to the nature of the killers and their goals rather than being 

connected to the speaker’s activities. Further on, al-Alousi attends to the fact that he 

has been specifically targeted by the insurgents (lines 70-71). He indicates that he 

was promoting “peace”. This implies that his endeavours do not justify targeting him 

or killing his sons.  

To conclude, the analysis of this extract shows that despite the severe context 

of the interview, the interviewee conveyed his personal experience in the form of a 

coherent narrative that had several specific important social functions. Firstly, this 

account transforms the meaning of the attack on the interviewee. Secondly, it frames 

this attack as an event that concerns the general Iraqi population through presenting it 

as part of a campaign that targets all Iraqis. Thirdly, it portrays the interviewee and 

his supporters as peaceful while it depicts the insurgents as criminals. More than that, 

it implicitly warrants using force against the insurgents. Finally, it suggests that Iraqi 

people will prevail over the insurgents despite the losses.  

 

7.4 Warranting disregard of law and human rights  

 

In the next extract the interviewee, who is heading an armed militia that has 

been fighting the insurgents in Iraq, speaks about the conflict between his militia and 

Al-Qaeda.   

 

Extract 7.2 (Ali Sulaiman, leader of the Awakening groups, Al-Arabia 

TV, 12/3/2003, Iraq) 

 

1         S:        we are going to wipe them out, with God’s help�

2                     and with complete disregard of human rights.�
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3                     when the Al-Qaeda organisation kills 20 or 30 human beings�

4                     and cuts off their heads and throws them          

5     in the street no one talks about human rights�

6                     and when the Americans arrest a leader of Al-Qaeda�

7                     they look after him (.) they feed him meat and give him Pepsi�

8                     and lock him up in an air-conditioned room�

9                     when we kill Al-Qaeda, a senior member of Al-Qaeda�

10                   they accuse us of violating the law�

11                   which law is this and what nonsense is this 

12       I:          you do not want this law�

13       S:         let me tell you something, we are not afraid�

14                   we are vengeful people we are not school pupils�

15                   I swear to God wherever we spot Al-Qaeda or any member�

16                   of Al-Qaeda we are going to kill them �

17                   we are not willing to put our project at risk because of human rights�

18                   we were not given even animals’ rights�

19                   our dead bodies were tossed up in the streets in hundreds 

�

 

In this extract, Sulaiman creates an account that is designed to warrant the killing of 

members of Al-Qaeda without trial or any legal procedures. He does that through 

two rhetorical techniques; firstly, he is portraying the killing of Al-Qaeda members 

as a natural and valid response to Al-Qaeda’s own conduct. Secondly, he is 

downplaying the effectiveness of the American army’s conduct and the validity of 

human rights laws. He starts in line 1 with an extreme formulation of his intended 

act, indicating that “we are going to wipe them [Al-Qaeda] out”. In this formulation 

he assumes the role of a group representative (the Awakening Movement). This is 

designed to give his account more weight on the basis that it reflects the decision of a 

group that is related to the discussed issue (cf. Edwards, 1992; Potter, 1996). He 

indicates that he is going to carry out his fight against Al-Qaeda with complete 

disregard of human rights (line 2). This implies that he does not intend to grant his 

enemies the legal rights which they are entitled to according to the law. This 

formulation suggests that he is capable of fighting Al-Qaeda independently, which 

portrays the speaker and his group as a powerful and independent group. This also 

suggests that the speaker and his group are confident that they can defeat Al-Qaeda. 
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Throughout lines 3 to 10, the interviewee presents the justification for his extreme 

intended act through describing Al-Qaeda’s way of conduct. Presenting justification 

for the intended act implies that the act is problematic (cf. Potter, 1996). Here 

Sulaiman presents three parties as related to the struggle. The first one is Al-Qaeda, 

which he portrays as a ferocious organisation that “kills 20 or 30 human beings and 

cuts off their heads” (lines 3-4). The second party is the Americans, which he builds 

up as ineffectual when dealing with Al-Qaeda. He criticizes the way the Americans 

deal with the terrorists, stating that when they “arrest a leader in Al-Qaeda they look 

after him” and they provide him with “meat” and “Pepsi”, and “lock him up in an air-

conditioned room” (lines 6-8). Here the interviewee is constructing a factual account 

through listing specific details of the way the Americans treat Al-Qaeda members 

(cf. Potter, 1996). This account portrays the Americans’ treatment of Al-Qaeda 

leaders as unacceptable and unjust in dealing with these people from the perspective 

of the victims of Al-Qaeda. This account implies that justice is not served by the 

Americans in relation to Al-Qaeda terrorists. Most importantly, it implies that the 

way the Americans treat Al-Qaeda members will not deter them from continuing to 

slaughter the Iraqi people. This functions as a warning to the Iraqi audience that Al-

Qaeda members arrested by the Americans may still pose a danger. This in turn 

justifies the extreme measures the interviewee is proposing. In line 8, the interviewee 

presents his group as the one that kills Al-Qaeda members, indicating that they are in 

a dispute with the Americans over that act. He states that the Americans accuse his 

group “of violating the law” when the group kills “a senior member of Al-Qaeda” 

(lines 9-10). The use of the word “senior” is designed to warrant the killing of that 

person on the grounds that he is expected to have been involved in the killing of 

many people. The interviewee describes the law that bans him from killing Al-Qaeda 

members as “nonsense”. This warrants his stated intention of killing them without 

trial. 

The interviewee builds an inference-rich category for his group, that is, 

“vengeful people” (line 14). This category entails that they are determined to retaliate 

against Al-Qaeda and its members. In the subsequent sentences he explains how he 

intends to fight against Al-Qaeda, indicating that his group’s members “are going to 

kill them”. In line 17 to 19, he justifies killing Al-Qaeda members through portraying 
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them as a threat to his “project” and through indicating that Al-Qaeda members have 

not given his group “even animals’ rights”. In the last sentence of this extract the 

interviewee presents an image of the way in which the Al-Qaeda members treated the 

Iraqi people, saying that “our dead bodies were tossed up in the streets in hundreds”. 

This extreme discursive formulation is designed to portray Al-Qaeda members as 

lawless and dangerous who deserve to be killed. This in turn justifies the argument 

which the interviewee constructed throughout his account, of killing Al-Qaeda 

members without giving them their basic legal rights. The account here is designed 

to portray the speaker and his group as independent from the Americans, as capable 

of fighting Al-Qaeda and as fighting for legitimate reasons. 

 

7.5 Manufacture of suicide bombers  

 

In this extract, the speaker, who was the last Minister of Foreign Affairs under 

Saddam, talks about training suicide bombers. He builds up an account that is 

designed to characterise suicide attacks as warrantable activities and ultimately 

glorifies suicide bombers.    

 

Extract 7.3 (Naji Alhadethy, Iraqi Foreign Minister during Saddam’s 

regime, Al-Jazreera TV, 12/3/2003, Baghdad, Iraq) 

 

1 I: yesterday you have granted access to international media outlets 

2  to film Arab volunteers who came from all over the Arab world 

3 to carry out martyr operations [amlyat isteshhadya:  

4 suicide bombings] against the American forces if they invaded Iraq 

 5  also the CIA published a report last Sunday  

6  which indicated that active terrorists  

 7  who belong to Al-Qaeda will launch attacks from Iraq  

 8  yesterday you have disclosed these camps  

9  and this created a great buzz and became the centre of attention 

 10  aren’t you afraid that Iraq will be accused of being headquarters  

 11  of terrorism and of exporting terrorism?   

 12 A: before these Arab volunteers arrived we had 
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13  tens of thousands of Iraqis 

 14  who have volunteered to become martyrs                                        

 15  and the State is currently training them to do that  

 16  in addition to that our heroic army is preparing and  

17  also other armed forces 

 18  and members of the civil armed party organizations and they  

 19  are all over Iraq and there are Saddam’s Fedayen and  

 20  Al-Quds Army and as I have said there are tens of thousands of  

 21  Iraqis who have volunteered to defend their land, women,  

22  and honour by being martyrs  

 23  and for months tens of thousands of Arabs have been contacting us 

 24  so they could come and fight with their brothers in Iraq 

 25 I: this is the first time you disclose such an issue 

26 A: yes in fact we were hesitant, very hesitant, but under the pressure of 

 27  of thousands of Arabs and I will say something  

28  that might surprise you 

29 someone has contacted us saying that he has a list of 20,000 

30 volunteers who are ready to come to Iraq, I won’t disclose the name 

31 but they are waiting for us to allow them to come 

 32 I: this is from just one country? 

 33 A: yes just one country yes 

 34 I: this is an army  

 35 A: yes this is from just one country and there are  

36  many thousands of Arabs and Muslims who [want, want to, to ] 

 37 I:       [but what does] that mean? 

 38 A: they want to show the whole world that they are with Iraq 

39  for them this is a national, religious, and Islamic position 

 40  they want to defend the land of faiths, land of prophets  

 41  the land of Abraham the father of all prophets  

 42  they want to defend the land that contains the graves  

43  of Mohammad’s family  

 44  they want to defend the centre of the Arabs and Muslims  

  45  thousands of Arabs and Muslims have been persisting in asking 

46  to allow them to join  

 47  now we are training them and we are honoured to have them 

 

The first point of interest in the above extract is the account in lines 1 to 11.  In these 



 146 

lines the interviewer gradually builds up a factual report of the establishment of 

suicide training camps in Iraq by the Iraqi government. He discusses the Iraqi 

decision to publicise these camps. He starts by establishing the topic of the 

discussion as allowing “access to international media outlets to film Arab volunteers 

who came from all over the Arab world to carry out martyr operations”.  In line 5, he 

continues building up this account as factual through stating that there was a CIA 

report which accused Iraq of establishing connections with terrorists belonging to Al-

Qaeda. In lines 10 to 11, he asks if the Iraqi government is not afraid of being 

accused of supporting terrorism. Here the interviewer is not questioning the 

factuality or the legitimacy of such activity. Rather he focuses on the expected 

implications associated with allowing media outlets to film these camps. This 

account implies that making such activities public can produce undesirable results for 

Iraq. Alhadethy replies in lines 12 to 25, by creating an account that is designed to 

establish suicide operations as normal acts. He starts by indicating that before they 

start training non-Iraqi individuals to carry out such operations, the Iraqi regime have 

prepared thousands of Iraqis “to become martyrs”. Note that both speakers describe 

suicide bombers as martyrs. This inference-rich descriptive term implies that the 

suicide bombers are fighting for a legitimate cause according to Islamic doctrine, and 

this consequently qualifies them to go to heaven when they carry out their missions.  

In lines 16 to 20, the interviewee lists several organisations, describing them as 

armed and ready to fight in the expected war. Through naming these organisations he 

is creating a factual account which is designed to portray Iraq as ready for the war 

(cf. Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996). It also implies that the Iraqi people 

support Saddam and are willing to fight under his leadership. More than that, through 

naming institutions such as the Iraqi Army the interviewee is constructing suicide 

operations as analogous to activities which are considered lawful. All of this, indeed, 

functions as a warning for the Americans and the British against attacking Iraq. In 

lines 20 to 21, he establishes what makes all these people willing to fight and to carry 

out suicide missions. He does not associate it with trust in the regime. Rather, he 

indicates that “being martyrs” is the way to protect “land, women, and honour”. This 

formulation frames suicide bombing as martyrdom. It legitimates these attacks 

through portraying them as a means to protect important objectives: land, women, 
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and honour. It is designed to create a stake for Iraqi laypeople to join the training 

camp (cf. Potter, 1996). These objectives have been used repeatedly by politicians to 

justify wars (see Billig, 1995; Fisk, 2005). It is also important to note that when 

constructing the legitimacy of suicide attacks, the interviewee does not discuss the 

targets of such attacks. This allows him to avoid the problematic notions that are 

connected with such attacks, which if discussed could undermine his argument.  

 In line 25, the interviewer goes back to the issue of disclosing the suicide 

training camps. This implies that the problem is not in the activity as much as it is in 

the disclosure of the activity. This subtly implies that supporting suicide attacks and 

mobilising people to execute them is an understandable action as long as it is kept 

clandestine. In lines 27 to 31, the interviewee discusses why the Iraqi regime is doing 

this. He assigns the responsibility of establishing such training camps to “the 

pressure of thousands of Arabs”. Here he is portraying the establishment of the 

suicide training camps as a public demand. This is designed to acquit the Iraqi 

regime from responsibility for establishing these camps. It also furthers the notion 

that Iraqi and Arab people are willing to give up their lives. In lines 29 to 31, he 

furthers his argument that many Arabs want to join the fight against the Americans, 

through presenting a narrative about the number of volunteers from just one country. 

In line 36, he delivers the main argument for the account, stating that there are “many 

thousands of Arabs and Muslims who want” to join. In line 37, the interviewer asks 

why they want to do that.  

In lines 38 to 46, the interviewee builds up the causes that make all these 

Arab and Iraqi people willing to give up their lives, indicating that it is a “national, 

religious, and Islamic position”. Here he is portraying suicide attacks as legitimate 

because it is the way “to defend the land of faiths”. Here the speaker is characterising 

the war as legitimate through associating it with notion of defending the land which 

is designed to justify war from the Iraqi position. Furthermore, it implies that the war 

has national and religious dimensions.  

 In lines 40 to 44, the speaker builds up the importance of Iraq and in turn the 

importance of defending it. He describes Iraq as “the centre of the Arabs and 

Muslims”. This description is intended to build up a stake for Arabs and Muslims in 

defending Iraq, through constituting the defence of Iraq as protecting their spiritual 
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and cultural capital. Furthermore, the interviewee uses an emotional rhetoric that is 

designed to affiliate Muslims with Iraq and in turn encourage them to support the 

Iraqi position. In line 47, he describes the Iraqi role in regard to the suicide bombers 

as providing them with training and being “honoured to have them”. This 

formulation is designed to portray these fighters as the ones that have the leading role 

in the matter. This is intended to encourage the audience to join the camps. It also 

attributes the establishment of these camps to the volunteers within them, rather than 

the Iraqi government.  

To sum up, in this extract Alhadethy warrants and promotes suicide attacks as 

legitimate means to fight against the foreign invasion. He constructs them in such a 

way that makes them seem a legitimate and natural way of defending and protecting 

valuable objectives. This account represents a good example of how rhetorical 

accounts can justify and endorse activities that are normally rejected and abhorred.  

In the next and last extract I examine how the Iraqi president deals with the 

conflict that is taking place in his country. 

 

7.6 Foreigners’ attacks   

 

In the extract below the participant, who is the Iraqi President, constructs and 

deploys a discursive account that is loaded with rhetorical formulations. He warrants 

the American invasion while at the same time constructs the insurgency movement 

as an invasion that came from other countries in order to destroy Iraq. He invokes a 

stake for Arab countries in preventing Iraq from becoming a stable country, using 

several effective rhetorical formulations. He attributes the killing of Iraqi people to 

non-Iraqis.  

 

Extract 7.4 (Jalal Talabani, President of Iraq, Al-Arabia TV; 12/3/2003, 

Baghdad, Iraq) 

�

1 T: this terrorism is coming from abroad  

2  we are under a foreign invasion  

3 I: who is the foreign  
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4 T: Please let me (.) the terrorists admitted that 4,000  

5  of them who were killed were foreigners 4,000 have been killed  

6  in Iraq and we believe that the number is higher  

7  more than 10,000 foreigners have been killed  

8  we are facing a foreign invasion and it is causing the problems 

9  we do not have enough forces to counter this foreign invasion  

10  so the Americans are countering it although in a very limited way  

11  I do not think that the Americans want chaos  

12  I do not agree with that I think that  

13  there are mistakes (.) they have committed mistakes  

14  we do not have enough Iraqi forces  

15  there is not an adequate plan to counter terrorism  

16  but the Americans do not want to create chaos  

17 I: Mr President what does it mean, a foreign invasion?  

18  who are the foreigners? When we hear foreign invasion  

19  we think (.) many people would think  

20  where are they coming from?  

21 T: the foreigners who are in Iraq now are from all Arab countries  

22  there is not one single Arab state that does not have  

23  hundreds of fighters in our country 

24  Islamic countries also have  

25  some Islamic countries have (.) there are people coming from  

26  Afghanistan we are facing a campaign  

27  at one point 200 terrorists were entering Iraq daily  

28  there is an international coalition and international crusade  

29  against Iraq because the united democratic Iraq  

30  would influence the people of the East for democracy  

31  and prosperity this is why there is a conspiracy against the new Iraq  

32  and these terrorists who are coming from abroad  

33  have declared all the Shiites as infidels  

34  they considered them rejectionists  

35  they have considered all Kurds as traitors   

36  they have considered all the Sunni Arabs who do not agree  

37  with them as unbelievers   

38 I: you are talking about Al-Qaeda?  

39 T:  this is [genocide against the Iraqi] people  

40 I:   [you are talking about Al-Qaeda?] 
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41 T: yes Al-Qaeda  

42 I:  yes but what about the foreign invasion   

43 T:         [and the other terrorists not just Al-Qaeda] 

44  there are troops from other radical Islamic organisations  

45  that came to Iraq to fight us  

46 I: like whom (.) do you mean Iran?  

47 T: Iran does not attack us  

48 I: when we talking about foreign invasion we think of  

49  the Americans and the British they are the foreigners  

50  when we are talking about invasion shouldn’t we talk about  

51  the alliance forces?  

52 T: Yes they are foreigners who came and liberated Iraq  

53  from the most savage dictatorship which left hundreds of thousands  

54  of Iraqis in jails and in the mass graves  

55  those foreigners do not kill Iraqi people  

56  did not kill the Shiites or the Sunnis or the Kurds  

57  the ones that are killing us are terrorists, invaders  

58  who have come from abroad to fight the Iraqi people 

 

 

In this extract the Iraqi President acquits Iraqis from responsibility for the violence, 

allocating the blame to non-Iraqis. He warrants the invasion and praises the 

American and the British forces which he constructs as liberators. Talabani 

denounces Arab and Muslim fighters in Iraq, constructing them as terrorists and 

bloodthirsty foreigners who are killing innocent Iraqi people. He apportions the 

culpability exclusively to the radical Muslims and the Arab countries and acquits the 

Americans and the British forces from being responsible for the killing that has been 

taking place in Iraq. In the first sentence he presents what is going on: “terrorism is 

coming from abroad, we are under a foreign invasion” (lines 1-2). Invasions must 

have victims and perpetrators, thus the interviewee asks in line 3, who are the 

invaders or the foreigners. In lines 4 to 16, the Iraqi president builds up an account 

that explains what he meant by invasion. He introduces the category “foreigners” and 

“terrorists” (lines 4-5) as the enemy that is invading Iraq. Here, through using the 

labels “foreigners” and “terrorists”, Talabani is constructing the notion that these 

people are not Iraqis and they are “from abroad”. The way in which Talabani builds 
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up and uses the category “terrorists” resonates with Sacks’ (1992) idea of category 

construction and deployment, where the speaker creates a label and constructs 

features and activities as related to the label. Discerning “terrorists” from Iraqi 

people functions as a way of de-legitimising the existence of this group in Iraq. This 

in turn establishes their activity as unwarrantable, since they do not have the right to 

be in Iraq in the first place. The participant uses several discursive techniques to 

make his account seem factual. He does so by presenting his account as based on the 

enemy’s own admission of the number of foreign fighters that were killed in Iraq (cf. 

Potter, 1996). Mentioning the number 4,000 strengthens the factuality of the account 

(Potter, 1996). The interviewee also presents his own estimation of the number of 

these fighters, indicating that he believes that “more than 10,000 foreigners have 

been killed” (line 7). This implies that the speaker has independent data in relation to 

the terrorists and their activities. The interviewee here is constructing himself as 

knowledgeable in relation to the discussed topic (see Potter, 1996).  

 In line 8, Talabani assigns the culpability for the problems of Iraq to “foreign 

invasion”. However, he portrays “the Americans” as liberators (line 52), indicating 

that they are “countering it [terrorism] although in a very limited way”. Here he 

identifies the cause of the Iraqi problems as the foreign terrorists and at the same 

time constructs the Americans as helping the Iraqi people. In lines 11 to 16, the Iraqi 

president reinforces the notion that the foreign terrorists are the cause of problems in 

Iraq and the Americans are helping, not harming Iraq. He does this through 

constructing the notion that the Americans are restoring the order (line 10-11). The 

interviewee does, however, acknowledge that the Americans “have committed 

mistakes”. This makes the interviewee’s argument seem more realistic and thus 

convincing (cf. Potter, 1996). In lines 14 to 15, he describes the lack of “Iraqi forces” 

and of “an adequate plan to counter terrorism” as a factor enabling terrorists to 

implement their agenda. It implies that if Iraqi people want to get rid of terrorism, 

they need to join and support the Iraqi police and army, and that the Americans will 

not counter terrorism on behalf of the Iraqi people. Most importantly, it legitimises 

the presence of foreign forces in Iraq on the basis that Iraq cannot defend itself 

against terrorists.   

The interviewer asks the President of Iraq to clarify whom he means by 
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foreigners and where are they from (lines 17-20). This suggests that the term 

“foreigners” needs to be warranted, since it seems as if the president is using it to 

refer to fellow Arabs and Muslims. The interviewer here implies that considering 

Arabs and Muslims to be foreigners in Iraq is problematic. In line 21, the Iraqi 

president reasserts his characterisation of these Arabs as foreigners. He states that 

they are from “all Arab countries” and that “there is not one single Arab state that 

does not have hundreds of fighters in our country”. This formulation accuses Arab 

countries and Arab people of supporting the terrorists. It also implies that even 

though these people are Arabs and Muslims, they are foreigners since they are not 

Iraqis and they are harming Iraqi people. In line 26, the interviewee constructs what 

is happening as a “campaign” against Iraq. He supports that claim by indicating that 

“200 terrorists were entering Iraq daily” (line 27). Talabani presents a final 

conclusion of what is going on as “an international coalition and international 

crusade against Iraq” (29-30). He constructs the reasons behind this campaign as fear 

from the influence of a “united democratic Iraq”. He argues that these countries are 

afraid that the existence of a united and democratic Iraq would make the people in 

the East opt “for democracy and prosperity”. This argument implies that the general 

public in the East are living without democracy or prosperity. The participant 

suggests that terrorists and their sponsors are afraid that Iraq will potentially become 

a democratic country and thus they have an interest in preventing that from taking 

place (see Potter, 1996, for how people attend to the issue of stake within their 

accounts). This formulation is designed to portray the terrorists and their supporters 

as the culpable side, that is motivated by interests rather than principles.   

In lines 32 to 37, the interviewee constructs the terrorists as enemies of all 

Iraqi people by showing that they are attacking the three main sub-groups which 

constitute Iraqi society. He indicates that they are against all Shiites, as they “have 

declared all the Shiites as infidels” and “rejectionists” (line 34). Note that describing 

a group of people as infidels entails warranting waging an annihilation war against 

that group, according to radical Sunni doctrines. Thus, Talabani here is constructing 

the terrorists as representing an existential threat to all Shiites in Iraq and elsewhere. 

Also, he highlights the terrorists’ use of the term “rejectionists” to describe Shiites: 

this is a derogatory term used by fundamental Sunnis to imply that Shiites have 
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rejected the true doctrine of Islam; in turn, they can be considered as a legitimate 

target. The speaker indicates that the foreign terrorists “have considered all Kurds as 

traitors” (line 35). This also implies that the terrorists want to obliterate all Iraqi 

Kurds. In lines 36 to 37, he discusses how the terrorists perceive the third and last 

major Iraqi group, stating that “they have considered all the Sunnis Arabs who do not 

agree with them as unbelievers”. Note that, unlike the case with Shiites and Kurds, 

the interviewee indicates that terrorists are not against each and every Sunni 

individual; rather, they are against the ones who do not agree with them. Here the 

speaker is trying to overcome the stereotypical notion that Sunni Iraqis are 

supporting the terrorists. He implies that the foreign terrorists are willing to kill even 

Sunnis who do not agree with them. In lines 38 and 40, the interviewer attempts to 

limit the terrorists to one specific organisation through asking the Iraqi President if 

he is talking about Al-Qaeda. Talabani describes what is going on in Iraq as 

“genocide against the Iraqi” (line 39). In this description the Iraqi President frames 

the Arab terrorists as enemies to all Iraqi people. He indicates that there are other 

terrorist groups besides Al-Qaeda (lines 41-43). Thus, it is “not just Al-Qaeda” that is 

killing Iraqis but also “there are troops from other radical Islamic organisations that 

came to Iraq to fight us” (lines 44-45). This constructs the terrorists as strong and 

many, which implies that the Iraqi government cannot defeat them on its own. In line 

46, the interviewer asks the Iraqi President if he accuses Iran of fighting Iraqi people. 

He replies firmly stating that “Iran does not attack us”. Here the interviewer, an Arab 

working in a Saudi-owned TV station, is trying to accuse Iran of supporting the 

terrorism in Iraq. In response to that, the Iraqi President affirms the notion that the 

terrorism in Iraq is a product of Arabic countries. In the next sentence the interviewer 

raises the issue of the Americans and British, stating that “they are the foreigners” 

(line 49). This implies that the Americans and British do not have the right to be in 

Iraq. This subtly suggests that the insurgency argument which is based on rejecting 

the existence of the American and British troops in Iraq has some legitimacy.  

The Iraqi President counters this argument which is used extensively to 

validate the insurgency’s activities (lines 52-58). He indicates that although the 

Americans and the British are foreigners, “they came and liberated Iraq” (line 52). 

Here he is warranting the American and British existence in Iraq through describing 
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what they have done as “liberating Iraq from the most savage dictatorship”. This 

constructs the Americans and the British as being in Iraq legitimately, since they 

have been helping the Iraqi people through rescuing them from the ex-regime. The 

interviewee supports his characterisation of the ex-regime as the most savage 

dictatorship through highlighting “mass graves” and the imprisonment of hundreds 

of thousands of Iraqis. He rejects the notion that Americans and the British are 

enemies for Iraqis through stating that they “do not kill Iraqi people” (line 55). He 

further builds up this argument by stating that the American and British forces “did 

not kill the Shiites or the Sunnis or the Kurds”. Here he is affirming that the 

American and British soldiers are not against any Iraqi sub-group. This counters the 

argument that characterises the American forces as being against Iraq or as being 

against certain groups of Iraqis. In the final two lines Talabani depicts the enemy of 

Iraq as the “terrorists, invaders who have come from abroad to fight the Iraqi 

people”. This sentence summarises the main argument the Iraqi president was 

building up gradually through his account.  

To sum up, the Iraqi President builds up what is happening in Iraq as an 

international campaign, led by Arabs and Muslims, which aims to prevent Iraq from 

becoming a democratic and united state through murdering Iraqi people and 

destroying infrastructures. Killing and terrorism is constructed in this account as a 

means used by Arab states and radical organisations to accomplish specific goals in 

Iraq. The Iraqi President constructs the motive behind this campaign against Iraq as 

the vested interest which these Arab countries and radical Muslims have in blocking 

democracy in their countries through extirpating Iraq’s democratic experiment. He 

defends the American and British armies through describing them as liberators who 

did not attempt to annihilate any Iraqi faction. This, in turn, also warrants the 

American invasion through characterising it as liberation. Here the account of the 

war is organised around the notions of the interests of the Iraqi people. 
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7.8 Summary and conclusion 

 

The analytical focus of this chapter has primarily rested upon highlighting the ways 

in which the different prominent Iraqi politicians attended to the events in Iraq after 

the war of 2003. As Fisk (2005) accurately pointed out, armed conflicts are 

essentially and principally about killing, violence, and destruction; nonetheless, these 

events are the least covered aspect in media and literary work. The speakers 

presented in this thesis, who have been in life-threatening situations related to armed 

conflicts in Iraq, constructed coherent narratives that incorporated hopeful and 

inspirational aspects despite the grim environment in Iraq. These narratives served to 

minimise and mitigate the destructive effects of the war and to warrant the 

continuation of the conflict through various discursive strategies. In fact, several 

speakers have legitimated specific types of violence within their accounts. Finally, 

collective identities were constructed and employed to accomplish specific ends. 

 Several important studies have indicated that political violence in general and 

terrorism in particular is not an anomaly carried out by crazy individuals. It is a 

product of specific cultures that legitimate, rationalise, and advance such practice 

(see Cooper, 2001; Hollingworth, 2003; Silke, 2004; Wilkinson, 2003). Multiple 

extracts in this chapter provide a clear demonstration of how various forms of 

organised violence are normalised and warranted. The interviewee in the first extract 

managed to create an account that presents himself as resilient, Iraqis as virtuous 

people, and Iraq as a country with potential. Losing one’s sons was presented in a 

way that seemed patriotic, with the perpetrators constructed as morally defeated. At 

the same time, he constructed Al-Qaeda and the members of the Ba’ath party as 

bloodthirsty criminals who will be defeated. This discourse prolongs the conflict 

through portraying Al-Qaeda members as extremely dangerous people with whom 

there is no conceivable peace. It is important to stress, the speaker constructed his 

enemies as an organized group of terrorists that have specific goals and known 

ideology, rather than isolated insane individuals carrying out arbitrary attacks. This 

corresponds with Hollingworth’s, (2003) point that one of the main deficiencies in 

some of terrorism studies is the unrealistic portrayal of terrorists as desperate 

persons. 
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Studies of terrorism have established that terror is a means used by states and 

rogue groups to suppress and govern the masses. It is based on frightening the 

general public to deter them from resisting the perpetrators of terrorism and to turn 

individuals into members of an obedient population (see Hollingworth, 2003; 

Wilkinson, 2003). Nonetheless, people who have been targeted by terrorism often 

construe the terrorists, themselves, and the appropriate course of action differently 

from what terrorist initially desired. That is, many of the victims are usually filled 

with hatred and long for revenge (Hollingworth, 2003; Silke, 2003). In this chapter 

we have seen that several speakers have created defiant discourses that use the 

portrayal of the enemy as terrorists to further resistance rather than submissiveness. 

The speaker in extract 7.2 presents an account of Al-Qaeda as ruthless criminals. 

However, he does so as a means to legitimate killing Al-Qaeda members without 

trial rather than succumbing to them. In this extract, killing is presented as a right and 

necessary action. This undoubtedly prolongs the conflict. 

Silke, (2004), indicated that studying the various aspects related to the 

perpetrators of terrorism is one of the most important and yet under investigated 

topics. In extract 7.3, the interviewee constructed an account designed to warrant and 

promote suicide bombers, through employing a certain rhetorical discourse. One of 

the main features of this discourse is the reformulation of terrorists’ attacks as 

righteous. This discourse does not focus on the destructive consequences of such 

attacks rather it highlights the motives and causes which are in turn constructed as 

benevolent. More than that, the speaker constructed the Arab and Muslim identity in 

a way that legitimate suicide attacks by Arab and Muslims against Westerners. 

In contrast to the SIT theory we see that different speakers who belong to the 

same country and the same religious group have constructed alternative collective 

identities for themselves and for their enemies. In the last extract, the Iraqi President 

accounted for the conflict in Iraq as an invasion by fanatical Muslims against his 

country and people. He re-characterised the fighting from being an insurgency 

movement against the Iraqi government and the western forces into an Arab 

campaign against Iraq and its interests. In this formulation the President highlighted 

the destructive consequences of the insurgents’ acts as a way to denounce them. 

Furthermore, he distinguishes Iraqi people from Arab and Muslim fanatics while at 
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the same time allaying Iraqis to westerners through invoking mutual interests. This is 

in a sharp contrast with the account of the Iraqi ex-foreign Minster in extract 7.3, 

who constructed the Iraqis and Arabs as one group at war with Westerners.   

The multiple accounts presented in this chapter show that different speakers 

have used discursive techniques to support their particular versions of the conflict 

and to reach certain desired ends. Killing and suicide attacks were constructed, 

presented, and defended in some of these extracts through constructed and deployed 

factual accounts (see Potter, 1996). Collective identities were constructed and 

employed as a discursive means to justify fighting a certain group, or allying with 

other.   

 For each extract discussed, all the speakers presented themselves and their 

groups as resilient, moral, and enduring while simultaneously portraying their 

opponents as aggressive, culpable, and morally defeated. The question of ‘us and 

them’ was answered differently by the speakers through the use of varying rationales. 

The meaning of being Iraqi, Arab, Muslim, or Westerner is constructed through, by, 

and within the various discourses. The categories, events, and conducts are flexible 

discursive resources constructed and employed by each speaker to accomplish 

certain ends. This chapter provides important insight into the ways in which 

terrorism is justified and propagated through collective identities by states as well as 

nongovernmental groups.  
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Chapter 8. Summary and conclusion 
 

8.1 Overview of this thesis  

 

War is an exceptionally destructive human institution that shows no signs of 

diminishing (see ford, 1999; Ghobarah, Huth & Russett, 2005). I have showed in 

chapter 2 that Previous work in psychology has typically regarded war as wholly 

destructive or traumatic experience (e.g., Albertyn, Bicker, Millar & Rode, 2003; 

Ajdukovic, 1998; Begic & Mcdonald, 2006; Clarke et al., 1993; Miller et al., 2002; 

Thabet, Tawahina, Sarraj & Vostanis, 2008; Thulesius & Hakansson, 1999; Weine et 

al., 1995, 1998; Witmer & Culver, 2001). As a result, many different hypotheses 

have been formed to examine psychopathological reactions among different groups 

of people who have been in war. The results of these studies show a significant 

variation in regard to the development of lasting psychological disorders among the 

exposed populations. Currently, there is a consensus among psychologists: the 

majority of exposed people do not develop a significant pathological reaction as a 

result of the experience of war. This is true in the case of almost all types of war-

related experiences. Most people, whether they are civilians exposed to the events of 

armed conflicts (see Ferren, 1999; Scholte et al., 2004), refugees (Gorst-Unsworth, 

Van Velsen & Turner, 1993; Turner et al., 2003), soldiers (Hotopf et al., 2006), 

genocide victims (Pham, Weinstein & Longman, 2004), or Holocaust survivors (see 

Antonovsky et al., 1971; Yehuda, McFarlane & Shalev, 1998), have managed to 

survive their experiences without developing significant psychological, mental, or 

emotional disorders. This and the fact that war is constructed and presented in many 

different forms, which do not necessary portray war as destructive and wholly 

deleterious practice inspired this thesis to examine war through analysing discursive 

accounts of wars. Unlike mass rape for instance, war is not typically articulated as a 

practice that is utterly denounced, but rather as a practice that can be necessary or 

even desired. Several influential philosophers such as Augustine of Hippo, Thomas 

Aquinas, and Hobbes, as well as contemporary theorists such as Niebuhr and 

Kissinger, and any number of decision-makers have warranted and rationalised war 

through various rhetorical accounts (see Bell, 2009; Kissinger, 1995; Leudar, 
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Marsland & Nekvapil, 2004; Oddo, 2011; Regan, 1996).     

In this study I have focused on a crucial and frequently overlooked issue, 

namely the construction of the experience of war and of collective identities by 

laypeople and politicians who are related to these wars. Throughout this thesis my 

concerns have been with how people construct and deploy their experiences of war in 

their own words and the desired ends of these rhetorical constructions. In this 

chapter, I start by summarising the findings of each of the analytical chapters. I 

subsequently discuss four main themes that have emerged from the analysis and are 

noticeable throughout the analytical chapters. Later, I move to discuss the limitations 

of the thesis, and compare the analysis of political to lay accounts and the accounts 

of Iraqi people to Lebanese.  Finally, I discuss the implications of the findings. 

In chapter 4, I analysed extracts taken from interviews with Lebanese 

laypeople who were living through the 2006 war and its ramifications. A number of 

the participants had been personally affected by the war and experienced what can be 

described as adverse situations. For instance, the participant in extracts 4.1 and 4.2 

reported losing his young son as result of the war. The participant in extract 4.3 

indicated that his brother was killed in an Israeli air raid while he was going to his 

work, a few weeks prior to the interview. Similarly, the participant in extract 4.4 

reported surviving an air bombing in which his friend was killed. However, none of 

these participants presented a wholly desperate portrayal of himself or his group in 

relation to the war. Each one of these as well as the other participants built and 

incorporated discursive devices designed to reduce the overall negativity of the war. 

For instance, the participant in extracts 4.1 and 4.2 invoked and deployed the notions 

of martyrdom, “honour”, and “dignity” in a way that minimised the tragic nature of 

his personal experience. In fact he described the war as “not that bad”. The 

participant in extract 4.3 constructed the death of his brother as a case of martyrdom, 

and built up this and the war in a way that, despite the description of suffering, was 

not wholly hopeless.  

In chapter 5, I focused on examining how Iraqi laypeople that were living in 

Iraq during the invasion and the subsequent conflicts built and deployed specific 

collective identities. I have shown that the constructed collective identities were 

drawn upon to justify or reject the American involvement in Iraq. The analyses 
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demonstrated that, in contrast to SIT and SCT theories, and many studies that explain 

collective identity in general, and national identity in particular, as a self-evident 

independent factor especially in conflict situations. Various Iraqi participants 

constructed their collective identities in a ways designed to accomplish particular 

ends (cf. Potter &Wetherell, 1987; Sacks, 1992). The participants in extracts 5.6 and 

5.7, for instance, constructed the identity “oppressed” as the relevant collective 

identity in relation to the 2003 war. They used several discursive techniques to build 

up this identity within multifunctional accounts which as a consequence framed the 

American involvement as “liberation” for the oppressed Iraqis. These accounts and 

the “oppressed” identity provide discursive justification for supporting the American 

involvement in Iraq. Note that for the lay Iraqi participants, although they presented 

deleterious aspects of the war, their accounts contained constructive aspects as well. 

For example, in extract 5.4 the participant indicated that Iraq “will nourish” despite 

the current “anarchy” it is in (line 10). Hence, participants constructed the war as not 

just adverse and not devastating, neither as desirable, with the consequence that they 

are not to be seen as resigned or indifferent to reality. Moreover, these accounts are 

designed to be seen as factual (cf. Potter, 1996). Furthermore, the Iraqi participants in 

extracts 5.2 and 5.3 have repudiated the American and Allies intervention through 

constructing it as being against Iraq’s sovereignty.  

 In chapter 6, I analysed Lebanese politicians’ accounts of the 2006 war. The 

participants in this chapter are influential individuals who have played important 

roles in regard to the situation on the ground before, during, and after the war. Indeed 

some of the extracts I analysed in this chapter had important effects on the discourse 

and the process of the war. In particular, in extract 6.1, Hassan Nasrollah, the head of 

Hezbollah, implicitly accused the United States and Arab states in cooperation with 

the Lebanese government of backing Israel against Lebanon and of backstabbing the 

Lebanese resistance. This accusation has been used as a justification for the call to 

remove the Lebanese government and to reject Arab and American involvement in 

Lebanon by Hezbollah and its allies. The analysis in this chapter demonstrated that 

the issues of accountability and responsibility are consequential and essential aspects 

of the political accounts of this war. The various Lebanese politicians used the issue 

of responsibility to advance specific stances in relation to the war. For example, in 
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extract 6.3, the Lebanese Minister of Defence constructed the attack that was 

initiated by Hezbollah against Israel, which is widely considered to be what caused 

the war, in a way that makes this attack seem reasonable and acceptable. In contrast, 

he constituted the Israeli reactions as blameworthy. This apportioned the 

responsibility of the war solely to Israel. At the same time, it provides rational 

justification for supporting Hezbollah against Israel. It is important to stress that the 

different speakers in this chapter, as in the other chapters in this thesis, articulated 

their accounts in a way that makes them seem to be factual accounts (cf. Potter, 

1996). 

 The analyses in the extracts in chapter 7 demonstrated that the Iraqi 

politicians constructed motivated accounts of what was happening in Iraq. These 

accounts were designed to justify or repudiate the use of violence through discursive 

formulations.  Killing, fighting, and suicide bombing were justified and promoted or 

denounced through rhetorical constructions. For example, in extract 7.2, the leader of 

the Awakening militia discursively built the situation in Iraq, the Americans’ 

conduct, and Al-Qaeda’s activities and nature in a way that justified the killing of Al-

Qaeda members without trial. This account is, indeed, part of the rationale of the 

Awakening fighters in relation to Al-Qaeda members (cf. Schwartz, 2008). Similarly, 

in extract 7.3, the ex-Foreign Minster of Iraq constructed the American and 

Westerners’ intentions, the current situation in Iraq, and the expected war in a way 

that is designed to endorse suicide operations. The consequence of this account 

creates an official Iraqi explanation for suicide operations. As Silke (2006) implied, 

suicide attacks have been warranted and rationalised through talk for a long time. It 

is important to stress that the effects of these accounts are not just in their rhetorical 

functions but also in the actions they are arguing for or against.  

As I have argued repeatedly, war is one of the most complex human 

activities. The instigation, continuation, and nature of every war are the product of 

many factors, and every armed conflict is a multi-faceted institution. As we have 

seen in the analyses of the various extracts in this study, every account of the war is 

also a complex narrative that attends to several consequential discursive matters. In 

this thesis, I have focused each of the chapters on a specific discursive theme, 

although it is clear that a number of themes run through almost all the extracts. I will 
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highlight four of these discursive themes, as they are evident to different degrees in 

each of the analytical chapters: constructing the overall experience of war as not 

wholly deleterious; building and using the descriptions of events to accomplish 

responsibility; constructing and using identities as discursive devices; and dealing 

with violence through rhetoric. I will explain briefly how each one of these patterns 

is addressed in various accounts and the role each pattern plays in the process of war 

itself. 
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8.2 Main themes  

8.2.1 Constructing the experience of war as not wholly deleterious  

 

In discursive psychology studies, there is a great emphasis upon the way in which 

speakers formulate accounts of themselves, other people, and events as functional 

formulations (see Billig, 1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998; 

Potter, 1996). DP treats psychological topics such as attribution and identity as 

something that people construct actively within interaction to accomplish specific 

social goals. In chapter 4, I have shown that the various lay Lebanese participants 

presented accounts of the war that report and highlight deleterious effects of the war, 

while at the same time presenting an overall portrayal of the war as not wholly 

destructive. These sorts of accounts are by no means limited to Lebanese laypeople; 

the Iraqi laypeople articulated similar accounts through incorporating stimulating 

notions into their views to produce an overall portrayal of the war as endurable. For 

example, in extracts 5.5, 5.6, and 5.7, the lay Iraqi participants all reported the 

hardships and suffering they were experiencing at that time, “loss of security” 

(extract 5.7, line 8), “the situation now is bad” (extract, 5.6, line 13), “the lack of 

security” (extract 5.5, line 10). Nonetheless, they invoked hopeful notions such as 

“the American invasion is a release” (extract 5.7, line 3), “Iraqis’ lives will improve” 

(extract, 5.6, line 16), and “the American invasion was a breakthrough” (extract 5.5, 

line 7). Moreover, Iraqi political extracts contained similar themes. For example in 

extract 7.1, Mithal Al-Alousi, a prominent Iraqi politician, constructed the killing of 

his two sons and the situation in Iraq in a way designed to portray what was 

happening as not wholly negative. He further indicates explicitly that he is to 

continue in his resistance against Al-Qaeda. Correspondingly, Hassan Nasrollah, in 

extract 6.7, portrayed the war as not a complete devastation through reporting that 

“there is a will to withstand” (line 37) among Lebanese laypeople affected by the 

war.  

These types of multi-faceted accounts have several consequences. Firstly, 

they portray the speakers and their groups in an appealing way through framing them 

as resilient, principled, and strong, rather than resigned, defeated, or powerless. This 



 164 

can be an important factor that contributes to the people’s resilience in reality and 

their ability to survive armed conflicts, without developing significant 

psychopathological disorders. Secondly, these types of accounts downplay the 

overall negative implications of the war. This may be seen as increasing the 

expectations of people’s survival of the war. Moreover, incorporating stimulating 

discursive devices into the accounts of the war shifts the attention from the 

destructive aspects of the war into objectives that are more hopeful, such as the role 

of nationalism, religion, solidarity, and so on in facilitating people’s ability to cope 

with the experience of war.   

At the same time, through invoking and incorporating notions and aspects 

that under-emphasise the negative effects of war in the overall assessment, these 

types of accounts could be seen as contributing to the prolongation of armed 

conflicts. In other words, invoking notions such as “defeat”, “sacrifice”, and 

“withstand”, as in extract 6.7, validate and legitimise participation in armed conflicts. 

This corresponds to the findings of a Kellezi, Reicher and Cassidy (2009) 

study which examined Kosovo Albanians who were exposed to extreme events 

during the armed conflict in Kosovo. The researchers reported that “those examined 

who appraised the war positively, as compared to those who appraised the war 

negatively, did indeed present with lower levels of depressive mood (H1a), lower 

levels of anxiety (H1b), and higher self-efficacy (H1c)” (Kellezi, Reicher & Cassidy, 

2009, p. 74). Furthermore, they indicated that individuals who produced more 

negative evaluations of the war are more likely to report psychological problems. 

They also reported more difficulties in obtaining support from others and in coping 

with the extreme events of the war. Interestingly the researchers indicated that “the 

corrosive effects of self-blame were greater where war appraisal was positive” (p. 

75). The researchers attributed the ability to cope with the extreme events of war to 

the positive appraisal of collective identity. In other words, they suggest that a 

positive evaluation of one’s collective identity provides psychological protection 

against depressive moods, anxiety and negative self-efficacy.  

In contrast, I would suggest, based on the analyses of the different extracts in 

this thesis that it is more likely that people who have invoked and incorporated 

stimulating aspects and hopeful notions into their accounts of the war are more likely 
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to report less distress along with positive evaluations of themselves and their group. 

Moreover, these accounts that portray the experience of war as containing hopeful 

and stimulating aspects may facilitate coping and preserve psychological wellbeing. 

In other words, producing an account that portrays the war as not wholly deleterious 

allows the speaker to avoid viewing his experience as a trauma. This in turn explains 

the findings of several papers that indicated that some people who were exposed to 

war report positive appraisals of these experiences and show the ability to cope. 

Thus, the capacity to cope is not related just to the appraisal of collective identity; 

rather, it could be related more to the ability of invoking and incorporating hopeful 

and motivating aspects and notions within the accounts of the war. This method of 

invoking provides the individual with psychological resources to overcome the 

extreme events of the war. 

 

8.2.2 Building up the events as a way to deal with responsibility  

 

In this study we have seen how the issues of blame and responsibility were 

accomplished within various accounts of armed conflicts. The question of who is 

responsible and, consequently, blameworthy for the war and its implications has been 

approached through constructing accounts that portray a specific side of the war as 

the guilty one by various Iraqis and Lebanese laypeople and politicians. In extract 

6.1, Hassan Narollah constitutes an account that describes the attack carried out by 

his organisation, the Israelis’ reaction, Arab states’ involvement, and the motives 

behind the different sides’ activities in a way that apportion the culpability to Israel, 

the US, and Arab states for the war. This formulation does not just aim to acquit 

Hezbollah, it also justifies its military activities and persuades people to take its side. 

Similarly, in extract 5.4 through framing the Iraqi ex-regime as “tyrannical, 

dictatorial and murderous” (line 3), the lay Iraqi participant implicates the old regime 

as the reason for the American involvement in Iraq, without being seen as traitors to 

their country or unpatriotic. Similarly, in extract 6.2, Tueni’s narrative which is 

composed of a specific construction of the nature of Israel and the historical 

relationship between Israel, the Lebanese people, and the motives and activities of 

Hezbollah are designed to portray Israel as culpable for the war. This in turn 
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functions as a call for supporting Hezbollah’s activities. In contrast, in extract 6.5, 

Jounbbulat constructed the motive of Hezbollah, the Syrian and Iranian involvement, 

and the implications of the war in a way that implicates Hezbollah and Syria for the 

war and its implications. In conclusion, responsibility and blame are accomplished 

through, and employed to, advance particular stances in relation to the wars and to 

encourage people to act in a specific way.  

 

8.2.3 Collective identities as discursive devices 

 

The analyses in this thesis indicate that collective identities attain their meanings and 

functions through the accounts within which they are situated. For example, the 

identity “oppressed” (extracts 5.5 and 5.6) was built and used to warrant the 

American invasion of Iraq by Iraqi people who are living in Iraq. This identity is a 

component of coherent narratives that attribute the suffering of the Iraqis to the Iraqi 

ex-regime. Hence, this identity cannot be understood without comprehending the 

account in which it is produced and deployed. Moreover, “oppressed”, as an identity, 

may not provide discursive justification for the American intervention in Iraq and 

condemnation of the ex-regime if taken out of its natural rhetorical milieu.  Similarly, 

the identity subtly created by the Lebanese participant in extracts 4.1 and 4.2 which 

was used to praise his deceased son and constructs specific groups of people as 

“traitors”, acquires its meaning and discursive functions from the account it is part 

of. The various identities that appeared in the different extracts in this thesis have 

been made relevant and consequential through their accounts. Moreover, the 

construction and incorporation of the notion of Iraq’s sovereignty as a discursive 

resource to denounce the American Intervention cannot be understood if taken away 

from its discursive context. Thus, I argue that the function and meaning of any 

collective identity evolves from the account within which it is situated.  

 

8.2.4 Violence as a matter for debate  

 

Although discursive psychology researchers may seem extreme when they argue that 
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every event or conduct is accounted for in a way that advances a specific stance, the 

way violence is constructed in extract 7.2 is a clear example of people’s ability to 

argue for and warrant even the most extreme acts, that is, killing fellow human 

beings. In this extract we have seen how killing people without trial and with 

disregard to the laws are built up as legitimate courses of action. Similarly suicide 

attack is portrayed as a righteous act in extract 7.3, which was broadcast through the 

Al-Jazeera TV station.  

In extract 6.2, we have seen how war can be promoted in ways which are 

both subtle and persuasive. The speaker in this extract constructed what seems on the 

face of it to be a factual account.  This extract also encourages the Lebanese people 

to participate in the war against Israel. Tueni, the interviewee, and an influential 

figure, addressed the war in a way that did not merely overlook or omit the evident 

sufferings which people were experiencing at the time of the interview, but in a way 

that also portrayed fighting Israel as a natural, necessary, and justified act. Moreover, 

in extract 4.5 the speaker depicted the war as a means to retain dignity. 

 

8.3 Methodological issues 

 

Potter and Hepburn (2005) have indicated that, although different researchers in 

psychology examine different topics using different methods of analysis, 

interviewing is still the most common method of data collection in qualitative 

research. They argue that though researchers will continue to conduct interviews in 

order to obtain data, there is a limited justification for using interview data. Holloway 

(2005, p. 312) states that “there is a dominant tendency to treat the interview method 

as unproblematically transparent (you ask, they answer and then you know)”. 

Currently there is a debate among conversation analysts and discursive psychologists 

in regard to the validity of using interview data in comparison to naturally occurring 

data. Several researchers have argued that interview data is influenced by the 

researcher’s agenda (e.g. Potter, 2004; Ten Have, 2002). At the same time, Edwards 

(1997) indicated that “any interactional phenomenon can be naturalized by treating it 

as natural” (p. 89). Thus, interview data can be treated as a “species of talk-in-
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interaction, as ‘interview’, rather than treating the questioner as researcher, the 

question schedule as ‘method’ and only the responses as data” (ibid, p. 89). In 

contrast, Wiggins and Potter, (2007) warned that when using interview data, 

researcher run the risk of imposing their own categories on the participants and 

missing important questions. In this thesis, I use interviewing to examine Iraqi and 

Lebanese laypeople because it is the only available practical way of gaining access to 

laypeople’s accounts of the war. However, I carried out that interview without a 

specific agenda that could influence my interaction with the interviewed participants, 

since my interest was in allowing laypeople to portray their experience in their own 

words. Furthermore, I do use naturally occurring interviews with Iraqi and Lebanese 

politicians. This provides me with an opportunity to compare the results of the two 

different types of data, which could be useful for future research.    
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8.4 Comparing political and lay accounts, naturally occurring data 

and interview data 

 

As I have mentioned earlier, I have used naturally occurring data and interview data 

in this thesis. Within discursive psychology there is a dispute over the use of 

interview data. Despite the fact that some of the most important studies are based on 

open-ended interview data and that this method remains the most used technique for 

data collection, several important researchers have been critical of the use of such 

data (cf. Potter, 2005; Potter and Hepburn, 2005, Hollway, 2005b; Smith, 2005). 

Here I will compare two extracts which discuss similar personal experiences. The 

first is extract 7.1, which is a naturally occurring interaction in a live media 

interview, in which Mithal al-Alousi, a prominent Iraqi politician, discusses the 

assassination of his two sons. In the second, extract 4.2, a Lebanese layperson talks 

about the death of his son as a result of the war. The first similarity between the two 

extracts is that both speakers tended to talk in a monologue presenting detailed and 

coherent narratives that accounted for several matters in addition to their personal 

experiences. Also, the two speakers turned losing their children into gaining martyrs 

through highly sophisticated discursive accounts. The two speakers presented 

themselves and their groups as the righteous ones while depicting their enemies as 

evil, morally defeated and culpable. Notions such as honour, dignity and resilience 

were invoked in both of these extracts to shift the incident from one of grief and 

powerlessness to one of pride and resilience. Finally, in both extracts the speakers 

implied that the deaths of their children did not alter their positions toward the war. 

The most noticeable difference between the two extracts is that while the Iraqi 

politician focused more on associating himself and the death of his children to other 

people, the Lebanese layperson talked about his feelings in more personal manner. 

As stated earlier, proponents for using naturalistic data argue that using such data 

allows the investigation of issues that may not be anticipated beforehand and it 

avoids imposing the researcher’s categories and understanding on the interviewees. 

However, as we have seen in this thesis, people can and do resist the categories 

created by the researcher. This can be seen in the case of the Iraqi participants who 
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disagreed with describing the American intervention as invasion, but reformulating it 

as a liberation and salvation instead (see extract 5.5, 5.6 & 5.7). The participants 

have in almost all the interviews shifted the topic of the interviews to present various 

issues which were not part of the initial research agenda.  

An important advantage I believe in conducting interviews is the ability of 

the researcher to understand the interviewee’s implicit arguments within the 

interview which can serve to highlight new questions and issues. Thus, through 

interview data we can investigate important discursive functions of talk. 

Furthermore, interviews remain an invaluable means for gaining access to important 

data. This applies as well to the data collected from open-ended written question. The 

participants in their responses to this question have constructed and utilised 

important discourses that perform several social actions which are definitely worth 

perusing. Hence, the talk collected through various means is similar in one important 

regard: having implications for the actions and events in reality. 

Furthermore, as a Kuwaiti researcher I was in a unique position, as neither an 

insider nor an outsider, to obtain certain forms of talks that were different and 

perhaps even more revealing than the “natural occurring data” of the political 

interviews. On the one hand, I speak the same language as the interviewees, I belong 

to the same culture, and was expected to have reasonable knowledge of the situation 

and the backgrounds of the involved sides. On the other hand, I am not a Lebanese 

citizen, I cannot be cast as a member of a specific Lebanese faction, and hence have 

no vested interest in supporting any of the conflicting groups. This allowed the 

various interviewees to present their arguments of the situation in a less defensive 

and rhetorical way and in a more spontaneous form. They offered highly 

personalised accounts of their day-to-day strife as well as of their personal losses (see 

extracts 4.2 & 4.3). This remains in contrast to the media interview data and the 

answers obtained in response to the written question, in which the various speakers 

have used discursive formulations and politicised talk designed to manage the issues 

of stake and to guard against potential criticisms and counter-arguments. Hence, the 

researcher’s presence in the interviews can have a positive effect in terms of 

obtaining data which can not be attained otherwise.    

 



 171 

8.5 Implications of different understandings of collective identities 

in relation to conflicts 

 

In social psychology we can identify two main different frameworks that explain 

collective identities: Social Identity Theory and the discursive approach.  

If we were to apply the SIT approach of collective identity as a salient 

independent factor that influences inter-group relationships negatively (see Tajfel, 

1971), then we could attribute some of the differences and consequently hostilities in 

Iraq to the existence of rival collective identities, namely Kurd, Shiite and Sunni. The 

same can be said about the conflicts in Northern Ireland, Rwanda, and Israel. 

However, if we were to adopt the understanding of collective identities, which is 

supported by the findings of this thesis, as a discursive accomplishment that is 

designed to facilitate a specific course of action, we would arrive at a different view. 

Collective identities can be seen as discursive products designed either to warrant or 

repudiate the rationale for participating in conflicts. In other words, rather than 

explaining collective identities as a self-evident independent factor that exerts a 

negative influence on inter-group relationships in conflicts, we can explain collective 

identities as constructed means that is designed to justify or reject conflict with 

specific groups. For instance, in extracts 7.1 and 7.2, Al-Qaeda was constructed in 

ways that justified killing its members. This can be seen as resonating with the ways 

in which politicians use historical accounts selectively to advance certain political 

positions (see Clark, 2010; Oddo, 2011). In conclusion, I argue that treating 

collective identities as discursive accomplishments which can function as a means to 

legitimise or reject getting into conflict and conducting specific acts against specific 

groups may be a productive way of approaching the question of identities within 

conflicts. It allows us to highlight and repudiate rhetorical accounts that instigate 

conflict and legitimise the targeting of other people because of their identity.  

8.6 Contribution to war 

 

Although discourse analysis is capable of contributing to the social and political 

understanding of various important topics, a limited number of analysts have used 
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their findings to generate change (Burr, 1998; Willig, 1999). The findings of this 

study suggest that discursive constructions of war need to be considered as an 

important element of war. Narratives that are designed to depict a specific group of 

people as a threat, calling subtly or overtly for the use of violence against that group, 

need to be treated as an active discursive accomplishment that has significant 

implications. Furthermore, analysts need to pay more attention to the many different 

forms and effects of lay accounts of war. It is important that researchers view war as 

a deleterious experience but what is more important is to make sure that this view of 

war becomes a universal view. Issues such as nationalism, religion, dignity, and so 

on, need to be constructed as less important than life. If we are to contribute to 

preventing armed conflicts, a good start would be depriving politicians, decision 

makers and laypeople from the ability to warrant war, which rests upon death and 

destruction, through the use of certain discursive devices. Discursive researchers 

have succeeded in exposing and repudiating discursive strategies that have been used 

to warrant racism and discrimination (e.g. Chiang, 2010; Edwards, 2003, Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987; Tileaga, 20005; Van Dijk, 1992), and the same can be done in 

regard to war.        

8.7 Contribution to discursive methods 

 

The findings of this thesis make several methodological contributions. Firstly, this 

study has shown that the Arab participants use discursive devices that have been 

identified and explained in western studies. This indicates that discursive studies can 

be applied effectively in Arabic-speaking societies. This is consistent with previous 

studies that argued for the universal nature of talk (e.g., Wong & Olsher, 2000). 

Secondly, this thesis provides an argument for using the interview for collecting data, 

in particular for examining laypeople’s views of conflicts. Thirdly, this thesis 

highlights the importance of analysing lay in addition to political accounts of war. It 

demonstrates the importance of analysing what people who have been in war say, 

how they present themselves, what they frame as relevant and important in relation 

to the conflict. This highlights problems with studies that assume the examined 

population view the situation in limited ways and consequently have limited options 
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in dealing with it. For instance, several studies that examined the effects of the 

Lebanese war or Lebanese civilians have started from the notion that the Lebanese 

viewed this event as an extreme affair. In contrast, as Potter and Wetherell (1987) 

argue, such an approach overlooks the fact that people can construct and compose 

the world in an infinite number of ways.   

 

8.8 Next steps 

 

I developed an interest in understanding armed conflict due to my personal 

experience of the 1990 war in Kuwait. My initial starting point was focused mainly 

on the destructive psychological effects of the war, with the hope that it would 

highlight the suffering of the Iraqi and Lebanese people. However, the findings of the 

questionnaire which I distributed in Iraq took me into a different direction. It 

reminded me of a simple fact that is easily missed amid the massive literature on 

psychopathological reactions associated with war as well as other forms of extreme 

experiences: a sufficient way to examine the war may be through examining how the 

people who are exposed to it convey it. Another simple point that is easily 

overlooked is that most people who are living in war do carry on with the regular 

activities of life, and that if people universally viewed war as wholly destructive and 

adverse, then how can we explain its persistence throughout human history? How 

can we explain the fact that some people who have been affected badly due to wars 

are still willing to support war? In this thesis, I did not intend to argue against the 

validity and the importance of examining psychopathological reactions which many 

people experience as a result of war. On the contrary, I am arguing for a systematic 

discursive psychological examination of the way politicians and laypeople, which 

have or have not developed psychological disorders, construct and warrant war (see 

Peräkylä, Antaki, Vehviläinen & Leudar, 2008). Inhuman practices, such as slavery, 

were once justified through myriad rhetorical accounts. Here, my aim has been to 

show that war, while justified by many in a similar fashion, mainly through invoking 

collective identity, should in fact be regarded as universally morally unacceptable, as 

its rhetorical warrants are similarly and simply invalid. 
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Appendix A. Transcription notation 

 

(.)   Shortest hearable pause 

(3)   Exactly timed pause68 

Cu-   A dash denotes a sharp cut-off of a prior word or sound 

Lo:ng  Colons show that the speaker has stretched the preceding letter or 

sound 

(word)  Material within brackets represents the transcriber’s guess at an 

unclear utterance 

( )   Unclear speech or noise to which no approximation is made 

run=   ‘Equals’ signs link material that runs on 

=  on 

?   Indicates a rising tone 

.   Indicates a ‘natural’ ending 

,   Indicates a ‘continuing’ intonation 

!   Exclamation marks are used to indicate an animated or emphatic tone 

under Underlining indicates emphasis 

CAPITALS  Capitals indicate speech noticeably louder than that surrounding it. 

° soft °  Degree signs indicate speech spoken noticeably more quietly than the 

surroundingtalk. 

Over[lap  Square brackets between adjacent lines of concurrent speech denote 

[Overlap  the start of overlapping talk 

> <  ‘More than’ and ‘less than’ signs indicate that the talk they encompass 

was noticeably faster than the surrounding talk 

-   Hightened intonation 

((brother ))  Material in square brackets indicates transcriber’s commentary. 

[his]   When context suggests that respondent uses the ‘wrong’ gender, this 

is put in square brackets.  
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Appendix B. Abbreviations 
 

�

I used the following abbreviations to refer to the speakers: 

I = the interviewer  

For the interviewees I sued the first letter of their last names within the extracts. 
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