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Semantic Asymmetry and “The War on Terror”1

Martin Montgomery
Scottish Centre for Journalism Studies

University of Strathclyde, UK

This paper is not  about  translation in the strict sense of the transfer of meaning 
between distinct  linguistic systems. It is concerned rather with the transfer of 
expressions from one domain of the public sphere, such as presidential addresses 
or broadcast  interviews, to another domain, such as newspaper headlines. This 
could be considered a special case of what Jakobson (1959/2004) refers to as 
intralingual translation, “an interpretation of verbal signs by means of other 
signs in the same language”2 – except that here we are concerned with the way 
key expressions are re-cycled in and through the news in ways that effectively 
broaden and narrow their meaning.3 It is the contention of this paper that  in the 
coding and re-coding of events since 9/11 the terms war and terror have 
transferred back and forth between domains of the public sphere in such as way 
as to broaden the meaning of the item war while narrowing the meaning of 
terror.
 Immediately after 9/11 the expression “war on terror” surfaced in public 
discourse. President  Bush, towards the end of his address to the nation on the 
evening of 9/11, said: “America and our friends and allies join with all those who 
want peace and security in the world, and we stand together to win the war 
against terror.” By the morning of the next day he was saying in a public 
statement to his national security team: “The deliberate and deadly attacks which 
were carried out yesterday against our country were more than acts of terror. 
They were acts of war.”4 In the populist  discourses of newspaper headlines on 
9/11 there were frequent references to terror (as in “Terror Attacks” and “Day of 
Terror”). By the next  day, cued in part by these Presidential statements, a 
common newspaper headline was “Act of War” or “This is War”.
 From the outset, however, as the term war circulated in and between the 
different  domains of the discourse of the public sphere, its scope was unclear. In 
briefings and interviews, senior members of the Bush administration struggled to 
define what was meant  by war. “Did it  mean military operations?”, journalists 
asked. Would it  involve a declaration of war? Would Congress make the 

23



declaration? Against  whom? Can you declare war against an individual? US 
Secretary of State Powell, for instance, handled the term circumspectly. Here is a 
typical example in response to a broadcaster interviewer’s question:

The President believes that it was an act of war against us, not a war of 
the kind that we have seen before such as World War II or Korea or 
Vietnam. And Korea and Vietnam were not called wars but they 
certainly were wars. But it is an act of war. When you attack our 
homeland, when you attacked two places such as the World Trade 
Center buildings and the Pentagon, that is an act of war against our 
sovereignty, against the security of our people. When you kill 
thousands of our civilians, there is no other way to characterize it. 
 It doesn’t mean necessarily that it results in,  say, a declaration 
of war — Congress would have to make that judgment anyway — but 
it means that we have to really mobilize ourselves and all of the assets 
at our disposal — political, diplomatic, legal, law enforcement, 
intelligence and military — to deal with those who perpetrated this act 
of war against us. 
  [Interview on National Public Radio, Sept 12th]

In examples such as this, Powell emerges as perhaps the key progenitor of a way 
of inflecting the term war in a figurative fashion — along the lines of “a war on 
drugs”, “a war on poverty”, “a war on AIDS” or “a war on ignorance and 
superstition”.
 Despite Powell’s figurative use of the term war, it  was soon being used 
in more restrictive fashion to describe (and justify) western (principally US and 
British) actions in Afghanistan and Iraq. These became wars in the more literal 
and traditional sense. Indeed, Condaleeza Rice, Powell’s successor, was to 
comment later that for her the attacks of September 11 “meant  the idea of the 
nation being at war was no longer a figure of speech”5. So, as a term, war had 
both a figurative life and a literal one. At  times it  seemed the only adequate term 
at  hand to respond to large-scale tragic loss of life and the generalised reactions 
which follow in response. At other times it  described quite specific military 
operations on foreign soil. Overall, however, it  moves easily between one plane 
of reference and the other. 
 Indeed, one of the curiosities of the expression “war on terror” is the way 
in which the term war, especially since 9/11, has assumed a protean elasticity. It 
includes the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. But it also encompasses detention 
without  trial, forms of electronic surveillance, extraordinary rendition and the 
introduction of identity cards. Recently three prisoners at the US base at 
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Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, committed suicide. This prompted the observation by 
the US military that their actions amounted to acts of war. (The BBC reported the 
camp commander as saying that  the two Saudis and a Yemeni were “committed” 
and had killed themselves in “an act  of asymmetric warfare waged against  us.”)6 

More recently, US Secretary of Defence Rumsfeld has commented that the White 
House is in danger of losing “the war of ideas”: “some of the most  critical battles 
may not  be in the mountains of Afghanistan or the streets of Iraq, but  in the 
newsrooms – in places like New York, London, Cairo, and elsewhere.” [Address 
to the Council on Foreign Relations, February 2006]7

 Terror, on the other hand, is rigidly and discriminately applied to a 
limited class of acts. Thus, suicide bombers commit  acts of terror. The 
destruction of the World Trade Centre was terror. The London and Madrid 
bombings were acts of terror. More particularly, if we plot  the occurrence of the 
expression terror through newspaper accounts since 9/11, it  is noticeable that 
something like 70% of the usage is to pre-modify another term, despite its normal 
listing in dictionaries as a “noun” or “substantive”.8 In practice, in newspaper 
accounts in phrases such as “terror attacks”, “terror threat”, “terror raids”, “terror 
campaign”, “terror backlash”, “terror laws”, “terror suspects”, “terror cell”, 
“terror network”, “terror mastermind” it  functions as an adjective modifying a 
noun. These phrases involve quite specific condensations of meaning. “Terror 
legislation” means roughly ‘laws designed to stop those bent on instilling fear in 
a population by indiscriminate acts of murder for political purposes’. In this way 
“terror legislation” invokes a presuppositional framework in which groups 
committed to acts of terror are assumed to be at work. Indeed, the underlying 
inferential framework is one in which the groups prosecuting campaigns of terror 
are subversive, fanatical, irrational, secret, fundamentalist, indiscriminately 
violent, showing no respect for human life.
 And yet, historically, of course, terror more commonly described the 
actions of governments and sovereign powers than those of shadowy cells and 
networks. France’s revolutionary government instigated a Reign of Terror. The 
Spanish Inquisition was systematic in its application of terror. The mass aerial 
bombings of civilian populations during the 2nd World War were deliberate acts 
of terror. “Shock and Awe” – the name for the strategy adopted by the US 
military at the outset of the Iraq war – is difficult  to distinguish from a terror 
campaign. Even the US military’s own definitions of terror do not reserve the 
term for subversive groups: terror is simply “the calculated use of violence or 
threat of violence to attain goals that are political, religious or ideological in 
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nature...through intimidation, coercion or instilling fear” [US Army Operational 
Concept for Terrorism Counteraction, 1984]9

 Why then do we routinely adopt an interpretive default position in which 
terror applies to a highly restricted class of acts in which terror is visited 
violently and indiscriminately only on ‘us’ by ‘them’ (while ‘we’ reluctantly 
prosecute an honourable war in return)? Consider the following two examples: 
(a) “Police carry out terror raid in Forest  Gate”; and (b) “US builds terror prison 
in Guantanamo”. In the first example the automatic, default  interpretation is that 
the police were looking for terrorists, not that  they were setting out to terrorise 
the residents of Forest  Gate (by, for instance, using 250 officers, some of whom 
were armed, to make two arrests). Similarly, the second example activates the 
assumption that the prison will house terrorists, not  that  it  will be itself the site 
for the systematic application of terror, and this despite accumulating evidence of 
torture and abuse. In short, even though there is nothing in the grammatical 
structure of these utterances or the semantic structure of the item terror to 
enforce this interpretive preference, we avoid assuming that  the purpose of the 
raid or the prison is to instill fear. Terror as a term now works for us in a 
displaced or exclusionary way. 
  Military strategists and historians have since 9/11 speculated that  we live 
in a new age of asymmetric warfare in which technologically sophisticated 
armies are pitched against  numerically small, dedicated bands of terrorists 
prepared to co-opt technology to perverse ends. What is more peculiar and 
difficult to explain is the ease with which a semantic asymmetry has become 
established – one in which repetitive codings and re-codings (‘translations’ from 
one part of the public sphere to another) have established patterns of habitual 
usage and fixed the range of the two expressions – war and terror – in an 
asymmetric fashion. We do war; they do terror. In view of the ever-rising 
numbers of indiscriminate and innocent  casualties incurred by the war on terror, 
has the time now come to speak instead of the terror of war? 

NOTES

1. This paper extends an analysis begun in “The discourse of war after 9/11”, 
Language and Literature (2005) Vol. 14(2): 149-180.

2. With thanks to Ian Mason and Miranda Stewart  for pointing out to me the 
relevance of Jakobson.
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3. Bloomfield (1933) used the terms ‘broadening’ and ‘narrowing’ to refer to 
processes of semantic change of a historical kind, which become codified in a 
language. I use the terms here to refer to shifts in the habitual ranges of meanings 
detectable over short  stretches of time but displayed in identifiable patterns of 
usage.

4. Similar terrain is traversed in Silberstein’s book War of Words, though her 
emphasis, analysis and conclusions are very different than those offered her. Her 
emphasis falls upon the rhetorical construction of the Bush’s presidential role in 
the immediate aftermath of 9/11. The focus of this paper is not upon the 
rhetorical construction of the president’s position but  upon the discursive 
construction of the notions of war and terror.

5. Time magazine, 5th April, 2004, p.31

6. BBC News Online, 11th June, 2006, 10.31 GMT

7. Rumsfeld’s comments are reported in The Observer, Business and Media 
Section, p.10, “Why Bush declared war on the NYT”.

8. Analysis of usage was based upon results from applying WebCorp to UK 
broadsheet usage (Times, Telegraph, Guardian, Independent) from 2002 onwards.

9. Quoted by Chomsky (2002) in “Terror and just response”, p.23. The UK’s own 
anti-terror legislation (2004) adopts a similar definition: 

(1) In this Act “terrorism” means the use or threat of action where
(a) the action falls within subsection (2), 
(b) the use or threat is designed to influence the government or an 
international governmental organisation or to intimidate the public or a 
section of the public, and 
(c) the use or threat is made for the purpose of advancing a political, 
religious or ideological cause. 

(2) Action falls within this subsection if it
(a) involves serious violence against a person, 
(b) involves serious damage to property, 
(c) endangers a person’s life, other than that of the person committing 
the action, 

 Martin Montgomery, Semantic Asymmetry 27



(d) creates a serious risk to the health or safety of the public or a section 
of the public, or 
(e) is designed seriously to interfere with or seriously to disrupt an 
electronic system.

Some jurists have complained that  this definition is too broad, as well they might, 
since despite 1(b) the definition does not  exclude actions by governments against 
publics and does include not  only death but violence against  persons, damage to 
property and risks to health and safety. Presumably, some military actions in 
Fallujah, Haditha and elsewhere inevitably come within the terms of the act – 
were it to be applied outside the UK.
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