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Abstract: Following the 9/11 attacks, a coalition of West Countries, led by the 
United States of America, militarily occupied two countries - Afghanistan and 
Iraq - in part rewriting the rules which up until then had clearly outlined the 
difference between a war of aggression and a war of defence. By analyzing the 
various speeches of ten important world leaders of West Democratic Countries 
on terrorism of fundamentalist matrix, we will outline a contradiction:  declaring 
the necessity of war as a condition and objective of peace. This is solved in 
different ways: it becomes an ambivalent strategy in the cases of Obama and 
Merkel, with the latter being less explicit; in the cases of Bush, Berlusconi, Blair 
and Rice it leads, albeit with different motivations and arguments, to a stark 
choice: war; whereas it disappears in the speeches of Zapatero, Prodi and 
Cameron, who speak of actions and strategies to combat terrorism without ever 
mentioning war. Without offering any value judgment of the content of the 
various arguments, I only take them as a pretext to reflect on the rules of 
ambivalent communication: a communication which starts from a clear 
contradiction, and argues the necessity of it, before demonstrating its usefulness 
and proposing strategies of action that take it into account. 
The essay is divided into two parts: in the first one (which is published in this 
issue) I discuss the concept of sociological ambivalence, I distinguish ambi-
valence from contradictions and ambiguity and I identify the argumentative 
strategies of an ambivalent communication. Then I analyze the speech the 
President of the United States of America Barack Obama delivered on December 
10, 2009 in Oslo when he received the Nobel Peace Prize as an example of 
“good” ambivalent communication. In the second part of the essay (which will 
be published in the next issue), I analyze the speeches of other world leaders as 
different examples of ambivalent communication. 
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Introduction 
 
COslo, December 10, 2009: the 

newly elected president of the 

United States of America, Barack 
Obama, receives the Nobel Peace 
Prize and delivers his speech. 

He is well aware of the con-
troversy that accompanied his nomi-



POLIS 

 196

nation: proclaimed man of peace and 
yet at the head of a nation, albeit 
under a wide coalition, that follo-
wing the 9/11 attacks militarily occu-
pied two countries –Afghanistan and 
Iraq – in part rewriting the rules 
which up until then had clearly 
outlined the difference between a 
war of aggression and a war of 
defence. It is also the beginning of 
his mandate, and to many, such 
recognition seems to be based more 
on hope than on the reality of the 
facts. 

Above all, he is aware of the con-
tradiction that he has found himself 
in. It is for this reason that Obama 
knows that his words will receive the 
attention of the whole world. 

The analytical perspective that I 
intend to present, taking a cue from 
the speeches of ten world leaders on 
the topic of Islamic terrorism2, will 
show how Obama’s speech is 
skilfully constructed by following a 
logical progression that leads the 
listener into a configuration in which 
the ambivalent contradiction is 
transformed into strategy: to defeat 
terrorism, he argues, one must make 
war and peace. It is necessary, 
therefore, that he (and the prize he is 
about to receive, the Nobel Peace 
Prize, and his role of military leader 
of a belligerent country prove it) is a 
man of peace and also a man of war. 

Maintaining at once war and 
peace, both dialectically (in speech) 
and tactically (in action), seems to 
be the leitmotif of many public 
speeches addressing the issue of 
terrorism, or rather the quintessential 

argument that justifies armed 
intervention in foreign territories 
which, in other words, makes the 
war a just war, or at least justifiable. 

Just or justifiable? There appears 
to be some ambiguity in the use of 
these two terms, even in Obama’s 
speech in which they appear as 
synonyms. Yet something that is just 
is unreservedly so, while something 
justifiable is something that in itself 
is not fair, but that becomes lawful 
under certain conditions. Walzer 
writes that he feels compelled to 
explain the term ‘just war’:  

“…just, here, is a term of conve-
nience; it means justifiable, defend-
able, even morally necessary, given 
the alternatives, and nothing more.”3  

Declaring the necessity of war as 
a condition and objective of peace is 
a contradiction that is solved in 
different ways: it becomes an ambi-
valent strategy in the cases of 
Obama and Merkel, with the latter 
being less explicit. In the cases of 
Bush, Berlusconi, Blair and Rice it 
leads, albeit with different motive-
tions and arguments, to a stark 
choice: war; whereas it disappears in 
the speeches of Zapatero, Prodi and 
Cameron, who speak of actions and 
strategies to combat terrorism 
without ever mentioning war. Prodi 
and Cameron – who represent two 
countries which are involved, albeit 
to a different extent, in Afghanistan 
and Iraq – acted with a certain 
ambiguity. On the contrary, 
Zapatero – who had Spain withdraw 
from the coalition in Iraq - was more 
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consistent with what he had promi-
sed in his election campaign. 

By analysing the various speeches 
I do not intend to make value judge-
ments of the content of the various 
arguments, but only to take them as 
a pretext to reflect on the rules of 
ambivalent communication: commu-
nication which starts from a clear 
contradiction, and argues the ne-
cessity of it, before demonstrating its 
usefulness and proposing strategies 
of action that take it into account. 

 
Ambiguity, contradiction 
and ambivalence 
 
An analysis of this kind calls into 

question concepts such as ambi-
guity, contradiction and ambiva-
lence: complex concepts that have 
ancient roots and are embedded in 
the lexicon of various disciplines. It 
is true that this analysis deals only 
with communication, in this case 
oral communication, and it would be 
sufficient to abide by the meaning 
that they take on in the economy of 
discourse and in the logic of the 
argument, which is something that is 
perceived as complicated. But it is 
still worthwhile to broaden our view 
somewhat just to emphasize how 
ambiguities, contradictions and am-
bivalence should not necessarily be 
construed as deceptions by langua-
ge, ploys to conceal true intentions 
or cracks in the logic, but also as 
expressions of a reality that cannot 
be represented otherwise. 

Now some brief references to the 
concept of ambiguity. Firstly, we 

have Adorno, who, in his work on 
the authoritarian personality,4 de-
monstrated a strong correlation 
between ethnocentrism, authorita-
rianism, and intolerance of ambi-
guity, following on from the studies 
of Else Frenken-Brunswik who 
suggested considering the latter as 
an indicator of considerable diag-
nostic interest for the analysis of 
personality. According to Frenken-
Brunswik,5 the intolerance of ambi-
guity corresponds to the denial of 
ambivalent emotions, a poor capa-
city for introspection, rigid defences, 
and an uncritical adherence to 
cultural stereotypes. 

Indeed, in the phenomenology of 
perception,6 the ambiguity inherent 
to objective reality allows the 
subject to interpret the world: in art 
and in literature ambiguity becomes 
an instrument to represent the 
polyphony of values that cha-
racterize the culture of modernity. 

In contrast to this, psychoanalyst 
Simona Argentieri7 defines ambi-
guity as a ‘crime of consciousness’. 
A petty crime, but a crime none-
theless, capable of corrupting daily 
morals, political games, and the 
language of passion, in which 
ambiguous behaviour, and therefore 
ambiguous language, are a symptom 
of psychological and social distress. 
I do not intend to delve any deeper 
into the matter, I am interested only 
for the purposes of my argument, to 
emphasise the contrast of the two 
positions. Ambiguity: the symptom 
of a disease, of a moral weakness, or 
of the good health of the psyche? 
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Examining the issue from a so-
ciological perspective, Donald 
Levine8 speaks of the ambiguity of 
pathos to describe the effort that 
sociology, from its inception, has 
made to banish from its analysis 
everything that could be described 
as the grey area of social behaviour 
and institutions: chance, irrationality 
and the pitfalls of rationality, incon-
sistency ... But obscuring the ambi-
guity of reality and of experience 
has not only meant that it would 
continue to use ambiguously strate-
gic concepts for the discipline (for 
all of society), but has deprived the 
social scientist of a powerful expla-
natory concept capable of shedding 
light on many aspects of reality9. 

If the experience is ambiguous, 
then the language cannot help but be 
ambiguous. It is therefore necessary 
to put things in order: firstly to 
distinguish analytically and then 
connect – as inherent correspondents 
and associates – the ambiguity of 
thought and language (which refers 
to the ability of the words and phra-
ses to hide a double sense or justify 
more than one interpretation) and 
the ambiguity of the experience (the 
ability of any stimulus to have two 
or more meanings or simply to have 
an unclear meaning)10. 

In the economy of these pages 
the ambiguity of language finds an 
important place because it is closely 
linked to the ambiguity of the expe-
rience of the subject who is speaking 
when they, in an ambivalent context, 
are confused or want to deceive the 
other party. Interestingly, in this 

regard, the definition that, in aesthe-
tics, Empson11 gives for ambiguity: 
"Any verbal nuance, however slight, 
which gives rise to alternative reacti-
ons in the face of the same language 
element". As is well known, he 
distinguishes seven types of ambi-
guity in poetry: talking about the 
seventh, he states that it is the most 
ambiguous one because it is based 
on two opposite meanings of the 
word defined by the context. Thus, 
this level of ambiguity shows a 
division in the mind of the writer 
himself.  

In this perspective we can clearly 
see the closeness of the concept of 
ambiguity with that of the contra-
dictions and ambivalences that arise 
from the contrast between two pro-
positions of opposite meaning. 

It is complicated to trace the 
genesis of the concept of contra-
diction which boasts illustrious and 
complex philosophical traditions. It 
is a journey that would take us far 
from ambivalence because if what 
speculative reason argues is true – 
that everything contradicts itself – 
the dialectic proceeds reconciling 
and resolving contradictions, establi-
shing beyond them, that which 
Hegel called identity or unity. This is 
an operation that by its very nature 
ambivalence does not allow. 

In the sociological field it was 
Jon Elster,12 in his reflections on the 
rationality of action, who outlined a 
typology of contradictions: logical 
(i.e. substantial), pragmatic (i.e. con-
tingent), and conceptual (when the 
explication of the semantic content 
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of a concept generates logical or 
pragmatic contradictions). 

With a view to choosing, these 
kinds of contradictions can be 
divided into desires, beliefs, and 
choices, as well as into systems of 
rationality that lead to action as 
noted by Fiammetta Corradi,13 who 
proposes a fourth type of contra-
diction: the discursive or argument-
tative contradiction, which is located 
in the inner dialogue and fine tunes 
the strategy that precedes any action. 
Interestingly, she argues that 
consistency leads to contradiction. 
The absence of contradiction is the 
trait that consistency has in common 
with rationality, but in the uncer-
tainty of choice, consistency can be 
a more effective guiding principle 
than rationality because, unlike the 
latter, it calls into question the iden-
tity and the different visions of the 
world that make up our individual 
cognitive map. Consistency, there-
fore, as a deliberative strategy, is 
capable of guiding the decision-
making process, gradually excluding 
the less desirable options and 
overcoming contradictions. 

This study is briefly quoted to 
highlight how contradictions, as well 
as ambiguities, while part of reality, 
thought and experience, and enhan-
ced by the complexity of the present, 
permit, and in many cases require, a 
choice to be made. So much so, that 
in the cited case, consistency becomes 
a strategy capable of effectively 
overcoming the contradictions that, 
as noted by the author, are not so 
much between means and ends (or 

goals, if you prefer) but between the 
same purpose when, as in the case of 
critical choices, values come into 
play, the utilitarian criterion of the 
choice vanishes and the options 
become infinite. 

Ambivalence14, however, exclu-
des the choice between the two 
options that it by definition offers. 
Whether it is a matter of mixed 
feelings that an individual feels, or 
two normative instances that belong 
to the ethical horizon of a society, or 
the dual institutional mandate of an 
organization, that which determines 
ambivalence is that the two pro-
posed options are opposite, of equal 
strength, and are interdependent, 
such that they prefigure the impossi-
bility of choice without paying a 
very high price. 

Defining the concept of sociolo-
gical ambivalence,15 has meant a 
painstaking assembly of stimuli, 
suggestions and theoretical propo-
sitions derived from reading the 
works of authors such as Simmel, 
Elias, Merton (the only one who 
speaks explicitly of sociological 
ambivalence), Elster, Bateson … to 
the point of reaching a definition of 
the ambiguous situation that arises 
when a social actor (be it an 
individual, a group, an organization, 
etc.) in any space-time context, is 
subjected to the influence of, or 
must respond to, two different 
instances which may have some-
thing to do with beliefs, individual 
motivations, obligations, norms, 
values, knowledge models, cultural 
forms ... In short, any solicitation 
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can come from the psychic universe 
or contingent reality. 

What distinguishes these two 
instances is their opposition and 
their interdependence, which equally 
solicit the actor to the point that he 
must confine his act to a metaphor-
rical space, a continuum defined at 
its extremities by the two bodies, 
without being able to provide a 
better choice for him. In this sense, 
the action will go towards one of the 
two poles of ambivalence, but in any 
case will remain under the influence 
of the other so much so that it could, 
under the circumstances, reverse the 
direction of the action without ever 
breaking the bond that binds him to 
the two requirements. In other 
words, when faced with the double 
command -do, believe, think… this 
is the opposite of this - the actor is 
not capable of making the best 
choice for himself because the 
choices, although opposite, appear 
interdependent and subjectively or 
objectively imposed. If anything, he 
may direct his action towards one or 
other of the two poles in a sort of 
strategy of alternation (either in time 
or in space) being careful not to 
move too far in one direction. Of 
course he may do so, or even choose 
a third option, but if this happens, 
the action that would result would 
almost certainly have negative 
effects on both the subject and the 
context as a backdrop to the action.16 

A useful metaphor to clarify this 
concept is that of the movement of 
the pendulum. Ambivalence is given 
by the juxtaposition of two inter-

dependent forces of opposite force 
and of equal intensity. The two 
forces do not exist separately but 
only in relation to each other. They 
influence each other and create a 
dynamic field that supports the 
effect of this opposing thrust, putting 
in place a perennially oscillatory 
movement, provided that it main-
tains the ambivalent nature of their 
relationship. This means that neither 
prevails over the other, if not alter-
nately and only partly. In fact, when 
one force seems to take the upper 
hand, the opposing force intervenes, 
which changes the direction of the 
movement: equilibrium is always 
unstable and temporary; ambiva-
lence produces ambivalence. 

It is evident that what has just 
been described is only a theoretical 
model which exemplifies and sim-
plifies contexts and situations that in 
reality are much more complex.  

Over the years, some of my re-
search has confirmed the usefulness 
and legitimacy of this interpretation 
to give an account of social realities 
and patterns of interaction that are 
difficult to interpret: teachers of an 
elementary school attended by non-
national and gypsy children, strug-
gling with the dilemma between 
universalism and particularism; 
young women whose moral horizon 
is determined by the tension 
between the ethics of responsibility 
towards others and the ethics of 
personal fulfilment; or juvenile 
detention centres, whose institution-
nal mandate – to educate and punish 
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– renders both adults and children 
ambivalent17. 

 
Ambivalent communication 
 
It is one thing to ‘uncover’ ambi-

valence in the interaction of the 
actors observed, but quite another to 
do so in an exclusively communi-
cative and non-interactive context, 
which is the text of a speech. 
Nevertheless I think it is possible, 
starting from the concept of socio-
logical ambivalence, to draw a basic 
diagram of ambivalent communica-
tion, a kind of reference model that 
briefly describes the sequence of 
argument. 

We will begin with two state-
ments from the same speech. 
Because such communication prefi-
gures an ambivalent configuration, 
three preconditions must be met. 
The first condition is that we start 
from an argumentative force: a 
thesis is supported and then an 
opposite view is reaffirmed; two 
opposing propositions are asserted18; 
or an intention is declared, followed 
by a declaration of an opposing 
intention. The second condition is 
that the two statements are both 
reasonably sustainable. Finally, the 
two statements must have for the 
speaker the same motivational force, 
or if they must argue, the same 
normative force, or the same degree 
of accuracy, with respect to the 
reference context. 

The locutor of an ambivalent 
communication can choose to end 
his speech here, or continue, either 

demonstrating the interdependence 
between two statements (they justify 
each other, or are the result of each 
other, or, if you change the content 
or character of the former, you are 
also changing those of the latter); or 
demonstrating the need to pursue 
implicit or explicit goals contained 
in the two statements, to finally 
outline appropriate action strategies 
to achieve these goals. 

The first three steps are 
constitutive of ambivalent communi-
cation, the others are consequential. 
Specifically, the first condition is 
satisfied when there is an explicit 
and clear admission of the oppo-
sition between the two propositions 
contained in the speech. The second 
condition is satisfied when the 
sustainability and practicality of 
both statements is argued con-
vincingly. The third condition is 
satisfied when the speaker argues 
the necessity of it19. The first two 
conditions are met when the 
inadequacy and impossibility, or the 
inconvenience of choosing are 
demonstrated. The last is satisfied 
when the action strategies are 
convincingly proposed and take into 
account both options, respecting the 
ambivalent configuration. 

If we were to adopt Toulmin’s 
model20 for the (argument) analysis,  
the sequence of argument would be 
as follows:  
1. Two claims are expressed; 
2. Their opposition is declared; 
3. The sustainability/practicality of 

both the statements is argued; 
4. Their necessity is argued; 
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5. The inconvenience of choosing is 
argued and therefore the use-
fulness of pursuing the indica-
tions contained in both state-
ments; 

6. “Rational”, and therefore feasible 
action strategies are presented. 
Data (commonly known or veri-

fiable assertions which are logically 
antecedent), warrants (guarantees or 
rules legitimating the transition from 
data to theory) and any accessories 
such as  backing (an assertion sup-
porting warrants), qualifiers (usually 
an adverb or a similar expression 
showing caution or presence of mind 
in reasoning) and rebuttals (expres-
sions showing that the speaker 
allows exceptions to the presented 
theories) supporting the theories 
explained in the different steps of 
the argument can be adequate or, on 
the contrary inadequate and this 

marks the difference between a good 
communication and a bad one.  

 
War or peace, war and 
peace: action strategies and 
strategies of argument 
 
In his speech, Obama argues the 

ambivalent relationship between war 
and peace as a response to Islamic 
terrorism; other leaders argue the 
need for a clear choice – war or 
peace – to defeat the threat of Al 
Qaeda (al-qā’ida), outside of ambi-
valent logic and argumentation.  

It is therefore possible, starting 
from Obama’s example, to imagine 
a communication that describes an 
ambivalent situation and conesquen-
tly outlines strategies that change the 
extent to which the speaker is or is 
not aware or able to tolerate ambi-
valence. 

 
Cognitive 
dimension 
 

Affective dimension 
Intolerance/non-acceptance                      
Tolerance/acceptance 

Unawareness 
 
 
Awareness 

Ambiguity in the language in 
an attempt to eliminate 
cognitive dissonance 
 
I’ll wait until the situation 
changes=I won’t act 
I’ll act, making a choice=I’ll 
come out of the ambivalence 
I’ll deny everything/lie  

Adaptation 
 
Alternation in time 
Separation in space 
Unity in time and space 

 
Table 1: Ambivalent Communication Strategies 

 
In the case of the speeches taken 

into consideration, that of Bush 
could be read as the speech of one 
who denies ambivalence, and who 

does so to deceive the other party. 
Conversely, Obama’s speech (and, 
in a less conscious and reasoned 
way, that of Merkel) declares 
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ambivalence and proposes appro-
priate strategies: to alternate actions 
of peace and war in the same space, 
to put in place at the same time 
military actions and humanitarian 
and diplomatic interventions in 
different regions of the world, and to 
militarily assist the government of a 
country to fight terrorism and pro-
mote democracy. 

Blair and, with a weaker argu-
ment, Berlusconi, admit the eviden-
ce of the contradiction between the 
value of peace and the necessity of 
war, but their role requires them to 
choose: the war on terror is fought 
militarily alongside the United 
States. 

Rice is radical: there is no con-
tradiction, war and peace coincide.  

Prodi also speaks of the war on 
terrorism, emphasizing the concept 
of asymmetric warfare and uncon-
ventional strategies, tactics and 
resources. He emphasises above all 
the need for a joint responsibility on 
the part of international organiza-
tions (primarily the UN) to imple-
ment measures to combat terrorism, 
promote development, strengthen 
diplomacy, prevent the proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction, and 
supervise and find solutions to 
serious regional crises. 

Sarkozy’s argument is simple. In 
times of war, in 1917 and in 1942, 
the United States has twice brought 
peace to Europe and made this a 
lasting peace through the Marshall 
Plan. France is at their side out of 
friendship, gratitude and loyalty. 

Zapatero and Cameron also talk 
about the ways to counter terrorism, 
but both with an eye to their own 
country. Particularly striking is the 
intervention of the former, carried 
out on December 31, 2004 at the 
Parliamentary Commission of 
Investigation on the bombings in 
Madrid on March 11, 2004. That is 
to say, that he himself stated, nine 
months and two days after the 
terrible Islamic terrorist attack in 
which 192 people lost their lives, 
that Aznar had cost himself his re-
election by accusing ETA of being 
responsible. 

The speech of Zapatero, who, 
having become Prime Minister on 
March 15 2004, immediately 
announced the withdrawal of Spanish 
troops from Iraq, is consistent in 
pointing out the ways in which to 
combat the terrorist threat: showing 
that they are not afraid; bearing 
witness to the values of democracy: 
respect for others, civility, solidarity, 
hospitality, citizenship, participa-
tion; through coordinated investiga-
tive police operations to identify the 
sources of terrorist financing; with 
legislative actions to regulate, for 
example, the sale of weapons and 
explosives; with international ope-
rations of intelligence; and by 
honouring the victims of terrorism. 

“Thirty hours from the time of 
the massacre millions and millions 
took to the streets in the biggest and 
most participated in demonstration 
of courage that has ever taken place 
in any country (…) Furthermore, 
after an attack as brutal as this not a 
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single case of xenophobia was 
recorded. Not one. Can you find 
another country in the world more 
peaceful and more secure? Stron-
ger? More reflective and more 
moderate? It is not easy to contain 
the pride of belonging to a country 
that gave on this occasion an 
example of civility, a sense of 
citizenship, of solidarity.” 

It is interesting how Obama, Rice 
and Berlusconi mention the juxta-
position between realism and 
idealism that has ancient origins and 
has characterised in time a heated 
debate on the necessity / indispen-
sability of war. The realist argument, 
as noted by Walzer,21 can be traced 
back to Thucydides and literature 
that Hobbes produced two centuries 
later: war does not need any justi-
fication because it is, by its nature, 
ruled by necessity (i.e. by interest 
and power). For this reason, it 
expresses its own rules, other than 
those of morality: inter arma silent 
leges. The idealists, represented by 
Woodrow Wilson, hold a different 
view, according to which, on the 
contrary, war is only just if it is 
waged to eradicate war. 

Walzer points out how this 
perspective risks the justification of 
war, transforming it into a crusade. 
Todorov defines as “political 
messianism” the attitude of those 
who claim to act in the name of the 
‘greater good’, thus justifying their 
actions and thereby masking 
interests as values. 

In any case, continues Walzer, 
who defines himself as realistic and 

not a realist, the contrast between 
aims and values is misleading 
because war is always discussed in 
evaluative and ethical terms and it is 
therefore legitimate to distinguish 
between just wars, that is justifiable, 
and unjust wars, that is not 
justifiable. 

The fact remains that Bush’s 
foreign policy for the Middle East, 
of which Rice is the spokesperson, is 
presented as the end of the 
opposition between realism and 
idealism: 

“No serious realist should claim 
that power is its own justification. 
No idealist should imply that power 
is irrelevant to the spread of ideals. 
The real issue is to establish a sense 
of proportion between these two 
essential elements of policy.”  

Obama says: 
“And within America, there has 

long been a tension between those 
who describe themselves as realists 
or idealists – a tension that suggests 
a stark choice between the narrow 
pursuit of interests or an endless 
campaign to impose our values 
around the world. I reject those 
choices.” 

Rice says: 
“There is an old argument 

between the so-called "realistic" 
school of foreign affairs and the 
"idealistic" school. To oversimplify, 
realists downplay the importance of 
values and the internal structures of 
states, emphasizing instead the 
balance of power as the key to sta-
bility and peace. Idealists emphasize 
the primacy of values, such as 
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freedom and democracy and human 
rights in ensuring that just political 
order is obtained. As a professor, I 
recognize that this debate has won 
tenure for and sustained the careers 
of many generations of scholars. As 
a policymaker, I can tell you that 
these categories obscure reality. In 
real life, power and values are 
married completely.” 

Implicitly, but of the same 
position, are Berlusconi and Blair. 

The former says: 
“…this is the time in which inte-

rests and values must be closely and 
rigorously combined.” 

The latter, speaking of the 
legitimacy of militarily intervening 
for humanitarian reasons: 

“This not only served the purpose 
of repairing injustices, but it was 
necessary because, in an 
increasingly interdependent world, 
our interests were closely related to 
those of others, and it is a really 
rare event that a conflict which 
breaks out in one area of the world 
does not extend immediately to 
another.” 

All of these speeches present an 
argumentative tension between the 
themes of peace and those of war 
and propose strategies to combat 
terrorism, combining these tensions 
in different ways. 

 
Possible models of 
ambivalent communication 
 
An ambivalent message in itself 

does not exist. What exists, rather, is 
a person who, for example, 

experiences ambivalent feelings and 
expresses this ambivalence in their 
speech. Alternatively, a subject who 
in their communication describes an 
ambivalent context: in this case a 
tension between the need to combat 
terrorism (to make war) and at the 
same time build peace. 

In this sense, the speeches of 
Obama and Rice are two examples 
which are very different from each 
other. Very briefly: 

Obama: terrorism is a war against 
us. In order to achieve peace we 
must make both peace and war. It is 
not enough to fight the terrorists; we 
must also combat the conditions that 
foster terrorism: poverty, ignorance, 
disease, and so on. 

Rice: Islamic terrorism has 
changed the way we understand war: 
they attack, we go on armed 
peacekeeping missions; they make 
war, we, fighting terrorism, make 
both war and peace. 

The substantial difference 
between the two speeches is that in 
the first case the speaker provides 
arguments in support of his thesis, 
and that is the close link between 
war and peace (or, according to the 
interpretation proposed, their 
ambivalent relationship); in the 
second case a sort of act of faith is 
required (you have to believe it 
because we say so), ambiguously 
solving the contradiction between 
war and peace. 

Ambivalence and ambiguity mark 
out opposite semantic territories: the 
first reveals, the second conceals. 
‘Good’ ambivalent communication 
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An example of good ambivalent 
communication is that of those who 
take on board the contradictions of 
their discourse and lead them to the 
ambivalence of the situation to 
which it refers. A situation that, as 
such, must be addressed by imple-
menting appropriate strategies 
without leaving the ambivalence, i.e. 
without making a choice that will 
eliminate one or the other of the 
terms of the contrast. 

It is the speech of those who give 
account of the contradiction: those 
who state clearly and affirm in a well-
argued way the veracity of the claims 
and in an equally well-argued manner 
illustrate the action strategies that take 
the contradiction into account. 

Specifically, the war/peace questi-
on: terrorism is a war against demo-
cracy. To achieve peace, we must at 
the same time make war (flush out 
terrorist nests wherever they are 
found, capture the leaders, kill 
them…) and peace (diplomatic and 
intelligence actions, negotiations, 
economic investment in poor coun-
tries…). Because if it is true that war 
alone does not defeat terrorism, but 
rather fosters it, it is equally true that 
peaceful actions alone cannot fight it. 

Those who support this thesis 
believe that the choice between war 
and peace is impossible and that it is 
necessary to put in place a strategy 
that takes ambivalence into account 
and that is effective with respect to 
the given objectives. In other words, 
it is the speech of those who say “I 
choose not to choose” and act accor-
dingly. 

It is the communication of those 
who are aware of the ambivalence, 
tolerate it because they understand it 
and argue its reasons. In this per-
spective it takes into account the 
complexity of the situation, pro-
mises action strategies to resolve 
problems and to achieve objectives 
(the types of such strategies have 
been previously described). 

Obama’s speech is an example of 
good ambivalent communication for 
many reasons: it is able to explain 
and accommodate divergent views, 
because the sequence of argument 
respects the ‘rules’ of ambivalence. 
Not even its defects (some errors of 
omission, for example) weaken it 
significantly24. His whole speech is 
intended to demonstrate that to 
achieve the proposed objective – to 
defeat terrorism – it is absolutely 
necessary to put in place at the same 
time acts of war and acts of peace: 
choosing just one of the two 
strategies, and excluding the other, 
would result in failure to achieve the 
objective.  

The interesting thing about Obama’s 
speech is that it does not support the 
arguments that generally make up the 
rhetoric of just war (defensive war, 
war that obeys the rules, war that 
exports democracy) because for him, 
it is much more important to show 
how a war is justifiable only if inter-
dependent with peace.  

From this point of view (that is, 
from the point of view of ambivalent 
argumentation), it can be considered 
a good model against which to 
analyse the other speeches. 
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Obama’s speech 
Immediately after he gives 

thanks, Obama explicitly denounces 
the contradiction that he finds 
himself in to be accepting the Nobel 
Peace Prize (“the most profound 
issue surrounding my receipt of this 
prize is the fact that I am the 
Commander-in-Chief of the military 
of a nation in the midst of two 
wars”) and makes his own the 
reasons and objections of those who 
believe that prize to be undeserved 
or at least premature: “Still, we are 
at war, and I’m responsible for the 
deployment of thousands of young 
Americans to battle in a distant 
land. Some will kill, and some will 
be killed.” 

Not only does he share these 
reasons, but he argues them and the 
doubts raised against him become 
his own doubts: “And so I come 
here with an acute sense of the costs 
of armed conflict – filled with diffi-
cult questions about the relationship 
between war and peace, and our 
effort to replace one with the other.” 

From here on begins a reasoning 
that leads step by step to the ambi-
valence of the relationship between 
war and peace. 

“War, in one form or another, 
appeared with the first man. At the 
dawn of history, its morality was not 
questioned; it was simply a fact, like 
drought or disease (…) and over 
time, as codes of law sought to 
control violence within groups, so 
did philosophers and clerics and 
statesmen seek to regulate the 
destructive power of war. The 

concept of a "just war" emerged, 
suggesting that war is justified only 
when certain conditions were met: if 
it is waged as a last resort or in self-
defence; if the force used is pro-
portional; and if, whenever possible, 
civilians are spared from violence.” 

Here, Obama introduces the 
concept of ‘just war’, a key concept 
throughout his argumentation which 
represents the first pole in the 
ambivalent configuration that he is 
about to construct. First and fore-
most a strong admission of the truth:  

“…for most of history, this con-
cept of "just war" was rarely 
observed. (…)And while it’s hard to 
conceive of a cause more just than 
the defeat of the Third Reich and the 
Axis powers, World War II was a 
conflict in which the total number of 
civilians who died exceeded the 
number of soldiers who perished.” 

This experience, and this know-
ledge changed us all, “victor and 
vanquished alike”, and we realised 
that new rules were in play… 
“America led the world in construc-
ting an architecture to keep the 
peace: a Marshall Plan and a 
United Nations, mechanisms to 
govern the waging of war, treaties to 
protect human rights, prevent 
genocide, restrict the most dange-
rous weapons. In many ways, these 
efforts succeeded. Yes, terrible wars 
have been fought, and atrocities 
committed. But there has been no 
Third World War.” 

But today “this old architecture 
is buckling under the weight of new 
threats. The world may no longer 
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shudder at the prospect of war 
between two nuclear superpowers, 
but proliferation may increase the 
risk of catastrophe. Terrorism has 
long been a tactic, but modern 
technology allows a few small men 
with outsized rage to murder inno-
cents on a horrific scale. Moreover, 
wars between nations have increasin-
gly given way to wars within nations. 
The resurgence of ethnic or sectarian 
conflicts; the growth of secessionist 
movements, insurgencies, and failed 
states – all these things have 
increasingly trapped civilians in 
unending chaos.” 

In these new conflicts, all the 
rules of just and justifiable war are 
violated: “In today’s wars, many 
more civilians are killed than sol-
diers; the seeds of future conflict are 
sown, economies are wrecked, civil 
societies torn asunder, refugees 
amassed, children scarred.” 

Obama admits the complexity of 
the war/peace relation: “I do not 
bring with me today a definitive 
solution to the problems of war. 
What I do know is that meeting these 
challenges will require the same 
vision, hard work, and persistence of 
those men and women who acted so 
boldly decades ago. And it will 
require us to think in new ways 
about the notions of just war and the 
imperatives of a just peace.” 

This is the crux of Obama’s 
speech. It begins an argument that 
redefines in the light of the present 
what war is and what peace is and 
argues the ambivalence of this 
relationship. The first rule of ambi-

valent communication – a thesis is 
supported: war can be just or 
justifiable. 

“There will be times when nations 
– acting individually or in concert -- 
will find the use of force not only 
necessary but morally justified.” 

The opposite thesis is supported: 
war is never just or justifiable.  

“I make this statement mindful of 
what Martin Luther King Jr. said in 
this same ceremony years ago: 
"Violence never brings permanent 
peace. It solves no social problem: it 
merely creates new and more 
complicated ones.” 

The second rule of ambivalent 
communication – starting from this 
contradiction the veracity of both 
statements is argued: “I know there’s 
nothing weak – nothing passive – 
nothing naïve – in the creed and lives 
of Gandhi and King.” 

But being aware of the value and 
the power of peace does not mean 
ignoring the necessity of war: “But 
as a head of state sworn to protect 
and defend my nation, I cannot be 
guided by their examples alone. I 
face the world as it is, and cannot 
stand idle in the face of threats to 
the American people. For make no 
mistake: Evil does exist in the world. 
A non-violent movement could not 
have halted Hitler’s armies. Nego-
tiations cannot convince al Qaeda’s 
leaders to lay down their arms. I 
raise this point; I begin with this 
point because in many countries 
there is a deep ambivalence about 
military action today, no matter 
what the cause.” 
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At this point Obama introduces 
the arguments that support the third 
condition in ambivalent communi-
cation and that is the interdepen-
dence between the two opposite 
terms. 

“…at times, this is joined by a 
reflexive suspicion of America, the 
world’s sole military superpower” 
but this accusation is to be rejected 
because war and peace are terms in 
an ambivalent configuration of 
which America is the protagonist, 
undertaking acts of war and acts of 
peace: 

“Whatever mistakes we have 
made, the plain fact is this: The 
United States of America has helped 
underwrite global security for more 
than six decades with the blood of 
our citizens and the strength of our 
arms. The service and sacrifice of 
our men and women in uniform has 
promoted peace and prosperity from 
Germany to Korea, and enabled 
democracy to take hold in places 
like the Balkans.”  

This strategy (this “sacrifice”) 
implicitly supports Obama. It was 
inevitable because breaking the 
ambivalence of the situation and 
opting for one or other of the terms 
of the contradiction (either war or 
peace) would have had deleterious 
effects: there would be no democra-
cy in Korea, Germany or in the 
Balkans. They did it in order to 
follow their ideals and their inte-
rests: “We have borne this burden 
not because we seek to impose our 
will. We have done so out of enligh-
tened self-interest – because we seek 

a better future for our children and 
grandchildren.” 

Therefore ambivalence is the 
only possible strategy: 

“So yes, the instruments of war 
do have a role to play in preserving 
the peace. And yet this truth must 
coexist with another – that no matter 
how justified, war promises human 
tragedy.” 

Admitting the necessity of war in 
order to create peace doesn’t mean 
attributing positive values to it, “But 
war itself is never glorious, and we 
must never trumpet it as such”, 
because it should only be considered 
in its interdependence with peace ( 
implicitly it is said that a war that 
could not be considered within such 
an interdependence can neither be 
just nor justifiable). 

We must be aware of the 
ambivalence inherent in reality and 
in human nature itself and imple-
ment strategies that take it into 
account: it is a challenge and an act 
of courage: “So part of our challen-
ge is reconciling these two seemin-
gly irreconcilable truths – that war 
is sometimes necessary, and war at 
some level is an expression of 
human folly.” 

To obtain lasting peace “we must 
direct our effort to the task that 
President Kennedy called for long 
ago. „Let us focus,” he said, „on a 
more practical, more attainable 
peace, based not on a sudden revo-
lution in human nature but on a 
gradual evolution in human 
institutions.” 
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With this statement the fifth and 
penultimate step of ambivalent com-
munication is introduced: defining 
the goal he wants to achieve in the 
context in which he is consciously 
operating: “What might this evolu-
tion look like? What might these 
practical steps be?” 

So we pass to the sixth stage of 
ambivalent communication and that 
is the proposal of appropriate strate-
gies that take account of ambi-
valence and that are ‘rational’ in 
view of the objectives: the creation 
of institutions that can guarantee 
peace going against human nature. 

The first step in this direction is 
to establish the rules of just war (one 
of the two poles of ambivalence). 

The first rule: “I believe that all 
nations – strong and weak alike -- 
must adhere to standards that go-
vern the use of force (…) I am con-
vinced that adhering to standards, 
international standards, strengthens 
those who do, and isolates and 
weakens those who don’t.” 

The second rule: “But in a world 
in which threats are more diffuse, 
and missions more complex, America 
cannot act alone.” 

The third rule: war is admitted 
for self-defence and it is the only 
condition that can justify a unilateral 
act. “I – like any head of state -- 
reserve the right to act unilaterally 
if necessary to defend my nation. 
(…)The world rallied around 
America after the 9/11 attacks, and 
continues to support our efforts in 
Afghanistan, because of the horror 
of those senseless attacks and the 

recognized principle of self-
defence.” 

The fourth rule: when there is an 
unjustified aggression from one 
country to another it is necessary to 
intervene because that intervention 
contributes to reinforcing the first 
rule (and that is that everyone must 
respect the rules). 

“Likewise, the world recognized 
the need to confront Saddam 
Hussein when he invaded Kuwait -- 
a consensus that sent a clear 
message to all about the cost of 
aggression.” 

The fifth and sixth rules: on an 
international level it is possible to 
militarily intervene in the internal 
affairs of a country to avoid the 
massacre of civilians and wherever 
there are humanitarian crises. 

“More and more, we all confront 
difficult questions about how to 
prevent the slaughter of civilians by 
their own government, or to stop a 
civil war whose violence and 
suffering can engulf an entire 
region. I believe that force can be 
justified on humanitarian grounds, 
as it was in the Balkans, or in other 
places that have been scarred by 
war.” 

A rational strategy is necessary if 
peace is to be achieved. If we work 
exclusively with instruments of 
peace, we do not reach our objec-
tive: we must implement a strategy 
of ambivalent action that allows the 
use of war under the above condi-
tions.  

“Inaction (that is, neither war nor 
peace) tears at our conscience and 
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can lead to more costly intervention 
later. That’s why all responsible 
nations must embrace the role that 
militaries with a clear mandate can 
play to keep the peace.” 

“But in many countries, there is a 
disconnect between the efforts of 
those who serve and the ambiva-
lence of the broader public. I 
understand why war is not popular, 
but I also know this: The belief that 
peace is desirable is rarely enough 
to achieve it. Peace requires respon-
sibility. Peace entails sacrifice.” 

Peace, therefore, is the other pole 
of ambivalence, because while the 
rules for war are being established, it 
is also necessary to establish the 
rules for peace, rules, like the pre-
vious ones, to which everyone must 
adhere: “for if we want a lasting 
peace, then the words of the interna-
tional community must mean some-
thing. Those regimes that break the 
rules must be held accountable.” In 
other words, those who break the 
rules must be punished (implicitly 
implied, like war). This is a state-
ment that highlights the war/ peace 
interdependence and their ambiva-
lent relation. 

But what are the actions for 
peace? 

First of all, the prevention of the 
production of atomic weapons; 
“Those who seek peace cannot stand 
idly by as nations arm themselves 
for nuclear war.” 

The second action for peace: the 
respect of human rights must become 
a rule for everyone and everyone 
must work towards achieving this 

goal because “peace is not merely 
the absence of visible conflict. Only 
a just peace based on the inherent 
rights and dignity of every indivi-
dual can truly be lasting.” 

But to promote human rights in 
places where they are not respected, 
international reproach and war is not 
enough: beyond war there is diplo-
macy even if “engagement with 
repressive regimes lacks the sa-
tisfying purity of indignation. But I 
also know that sanctions without 
outreach – condemnation without 
discussion – can carry forward only 
a crippling status quo.” Coming to 
terms with the enemy does not 
exclude war but it can be an effecti-
ve weapon to support internal dissi-
dents and avoid war. Here Obama 
outlines alternation, one of the 
strategies suggested by ambivalence: 
when the pendulum is swinging too 
close to the side of war, one must 
put into action strategies of the 
opposing type. Balancing war and 
peace is an effective ambivalent 
strategy but it must be patiently 
planned and it requires long periods 
of time: “There’s no simple formula 
here. But we must try as best we can 
to balance isolation and engage-
ment, pressure and incentives…” 

The third action for peace: every-
one should contribute to the econo-
mic security of all countries because 
if this objective is not reached then 
there can be no lasting peace (in 
other words, there is no leaving the 
ambivalent configuration). 

“…a just peace includes not only 
civil and political rights -- it must 
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encompass economic security and 
opportunity. For true peace is not 
just freedom from fear, but freedom 
from want.” 

But this is not enough because 
there can never be a lasting peace 
that does not implicate war in its 
defence “without something more -- 
and that’s the continued expansion 
of our moral imagination; an 
insistence that there’s something 
irreducible that we all share.” 

At this point Obama touches on 
(but does not recognize) an ambi-
valent configuration, given by the 
contradiction of universalism / parti-
cularism, and equality / recognition 
of difference. And precisely because 
he does not understand that this 
contradiction introduces an ambi-
valent configuration, he dismisses 
particularism as the exclusive source 
of many conflicts. If Obama had 
continued consistently in his ambi-
valent argument, he would have had 
to connect the exasperation of parti-
cularism (of which religious funda-
mentalism is the most extreme 
expression) to the absence of the 
opposite pole of the ambivalence: 
respect for the rights of all, which is 
universalism. Fundamentalism breeds 
where there is a lack of civil rights, 
where there is deprivation, poverty, 
etc., in other words what Obama has 
maintained up until now.  

He forfeits a strong argumen-
tative resource and falls back to a 
quite obvious and trivial theory that 
does not weaken the speech, but 
neither does it strengthen it. 

“…we do unto others as we 
would have them do unto us. Adhe-
ring to this law of love has always 
been the core struggle of human 
nature. For we are fallible. We make 
mistakes, and fall victim to the 
temptations of pride, and power, and 
sometimes evil.” 

Another ambivalent configura-
tion? If one looked hard enough, one 
would find the entire last volume of 
Freud in there as well as the (ambi-
valent) relationship between Eros 
and Thanatos. But, obviously, this 
call for Obama is just a rhetorical 
stopgap. A good rhetorical stopgap 
that singles out emotionally strong 
values.  

It appeals to values which, from 
now until the end of the speech, in 
an oratory crescendo, reproduce the 
ambivalent peace/war configuration 
that has been set from the beginning 
and throughout his speech. 

“The non-violence practiced by 
men like Gandhi and King may not 
have been practical or possible in 
every circumstance, but the love that 
they preached – their fundamental 
faith in human progress – that must 
always be the North Star that guides 
us on our journey. 

For if we lose that faith – if we 
dismiss it as silly or naïve; if we 
divorce it from the decisions that we 
make on issues of war and peace – 
then we lose what’s best about huma-
nity. We lose our sense of possibility. 
We lose our moral compass.”
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claim to the hegemonic role that 
America had for the maintenance of 
peace in the world after the Second 
World War, he admits the fact that 
there were conflicts, however, where 
the rules of just war (for example, not 
striking the civilian population) were 
not respected. However, he remains 
ambiguous and does not specify who 
has violated such rules. But when he 
mentions the Korean War as an 
example of a just or justifiable war 
for the maintenance of peace - a war 
that has thus complied with the rules - 
it is clear that America is not named 
an accomplice and that in his speech 
there is at least one error of omission: 
how many civilian victims were there 
in Korea and Vietnam? Even later, 
when he says “America has never 
fought a war against a democracy” he 
neglects to mention the support that 
over time the United States has given 
to more than a few right-wing dicta-
torships, as well as to local corrupt 
elites. So much so, that Todorov 
(Tzvetan Todorov, Op. cit., pp. 76-
78) accuses Obama’s Nobel Peace 
Prize acceptance speech of “political 
messianism”. 
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