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Familial Structure as Worldview 

 
According to University of Berkeley cognitive linguist George Lakoff, humans 

seek to ground difficult-to-understand, abstract concepts in more easily accessible, 
concrete experiences (Wikipedia contributors, 2006b).  One such mechanism humans use 
to achieve this grounding is metaphor, the understanding of one conceptual domain in 
terms of another (Wikipedia contributors, 2006a).  An example is the oft-employed image 
of a blindfolded woman holding a scale to represent the notion of idealized impartiality in 
justice.   
 
 Lakoff (2004) claims that U.S. citizens use the familial structure and dynamics as 
a metaphor for the nation and its policies.  Thus, the two predominant political 
perspectives in the country – progressive and conservative – correspond, respectively, to 
the two main opposing and idealized models of the family in American culture, the 
Nurturant Parent model and the Strict Father model.   
 

The Nurturant Parent – or progressive – perspective starts from the view of the 
world as “basically good” (Lakoff, 2004).  At the family level, children are born “good” 
and it is the parents’ responsibility to make them better.  Parents are jointly responsible 
for running the household and raising the children; they should be responsive to their 
children, nurture them, and teach them to care for others.  Nurturant morality is centered 
on empathy and responsibility and, at a societal-level, translates into, “choosing peace 
whenever possible, environmentalism, civil liberties, minority rights, notions like social 
justice through living wages, et cetera” (cited in Powell, 2003). 
 
 In contrast, the Strict Father – or conservative – worldview operates on the 
assumption that the world is a dangerous and difficult place (Lakoff, 2004).  According to 
this view, the world is competitive and there are winners and losers.  Children are 
inherently bad and they need discipline to direct them towards the righteous, moral path 
and away from their evil, hedonistic tendencies.  In this model, the father is the moral 
authority; he serves to protect the family and determines right from wrong; his children 
must obey him or face punishment, including physical harm.  The mother is considered 



weak and unable to discipline the children on her own.  Her role is to support the 
authority of the father while performing the domestic and child-care duties.  Strict 
morality dominates this worldview, and it is the “good” and self-disciplined who are 
successful and who should be in power.  Such a view legitimizes traditional power 
relations as being natural:  
 

God above Man; Man above Nature; Adults above Children; 
Western Culture above Non-western Culture; America above other 
nations (There are other traditional aspects of the Moral Order that 
are less accepted than they used to be: Straights above Gays; 
Christians above non-Christians; Men above Women; White above 
Non-whites.) (Moral Politics – The Nation as a Family) 

 
Lakoff (2004) argues that, at a societal level, Strict Father values translate into such 
policies as (1) an unimpeded competitive marketplace in which those who are moral and 
self-disciplined succeed and those who fall through the cracks are merely getting what 
they deserve for not possessing these qualities, (2) exploitation of the natural 
environment for human economic purposes, (3) a ban on abortion, elimination of sex 
education, and restriction of access to women's reproductive health services to maintain 
control over female reproduction, and (4) a strong military to protect the country in a 
supposedly dangerous world and to punish those who are not considered righteous. 
 
 
Fear and Security in a “Dangerous World” 

 
In a “dangerous world” (Bush, 2001; Bush, 2004, for example), fear becomes a 

powerful social motivator and security becomes a top priority.  According to social 
identity theory, threat to social identity causes in-group members to see themselves as 
more homogeneous, increasing in-group co-operation and support of common interests, 
to seek a positive in-group image (in-group favouritism), and to discriminate against 
perceived out-groups (out-group discrimination) (Rodriguez-Carballeira & Javaloy, 
2005).   Perceived in-group threat also increases right-wing authoritarian attitudes and 
behaviours (Allard & Fordham, 2005) support for the in-group leader (Tajfel 1970; 
Landau et al., 2004, cited in Willer, 2004), and a desire to eliminate the threat in order to 
recover a sense of security (Botcharova, 2001, cited in Rodriguez-Carballeira & Javaloy, 
2005). 

 
Such phenomena seem to serve the conservative-oriented interests of George W. 

Bush.  Indeed, we see that following the 9/11 attacks, patriotic feelings increased notably 
and more than 70% of Americans were willing to give up certain personal freedoms in 
order to reduce the threat of terrorism (American Enterprise Institute, 2002a, cited in 
Rodriguez-Carballeira & Javaloy, 2005).  Such prevailing public sentiment arguably 
created favourable conditions for the Bush administration to introduce the Patriot Act, 
which granted the state increased powers (e.g., by dramatically expanding the authority 
of U.S. law enforcement; Wikipedia contributors, 2006d).   

 



In addition, approximately 90% of Americans supported military action against 
the perpetrators of the attacks (American Enterprise Institute, 2002a, cited in Rodriguez-
Carballeira & Javaloy, 2005) and military spending increased from $286 billion in 2000 
to $379 billion in 2003 (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2002).      

 
It is not surprising, then, that Bush actively maintained an atmosphere of fear 

following the 9/11 attacks.  One such method he used to achieve this was through the 
issuing of “threat advisories” (see United States Department of Defense, 

http://www.defenselink.mil/). Indeed, consistent with social identity theory, one study 
found that U.S. government-issued terror warnings were positively correlated with 
popular support of George W. Bush (Willer, 2004).   

 
Bush’s discourse also functioned to maintain a public perception of threat.  For 

example, some colleagues and I applied the principles of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 
to a series of George W. Bush’s speeches immediately preceding and following the U.S.-
led invasion of Iraq (Woods, 2004).  Among the “cognitive distortions” (see, for 

example, Ellis & Dryden, 1997) that we identified were instances of Catastrophizing, 
which we operationalized as, “speculat[ing] about or imply[ing] the likelihood of 
future events or states of affairs . . . emphasizing only negative possible outcomes.”  
Across the six speeches that we analyzed, we found that 14.35% of the sentences 
contained one or more instance(s) of catastrophizing (e.g., "We will meet that threat 

[Saddam Hussein possibly using weapons of mass destruction] now . . . so that we do 

not have to meet it later with armies of firefighters and police and doctors on the 

streets of our cities" (Bush, 2003; italics added).  As an indication of the robustness of 
this perceived threat, a March 2006, Gallup poll found that 29% of Americans were 
still “certain” that “Iraq had weapons of mass destruction or programs to develop them 
just before the war began” (an additional 28% “thought that Iraq had these weapons but 
[they had] some doubt”; Gallup Poll, 2006a) despite much evidence to the contrary (e.g., 
Bush, himself, claimed in December 2005 that, “much of the intelligence [regarding Iraq 
possessing weapons of mass destruction] turned out to be wrong” (Bush, 2005)).   

 

George Lakoff claims that the term “war on terror” is, itself, intended to 
promote fear: 

 
Terror is a general state, and it's internal to a person. Terror is not 
the person we're fighting, the "terrorist." The word terror activates 
your fear, and fear activates the strict father model, which is what 
conservatives want. The "war on terror" is not about stopping you 
from being afraid, it's about making you afraid. (cited in Powell, 
2004)   

 
Thus we can see that Bush actively maintained (and continues to maintain) an 

environment of public fear through the use of government-issued terror warnings and 
consistent reference to supposed terrorist and state-level threats to the U.S.. This fear, 
in turn, functioned as a social motivator, which apparently galvanized public support 



in his favour (at least for a given time; currently, Bush’s approval rating stands at only 
36% (Gallup Poll, 2006b) and 57% of Americans now believe that, “the United States 

made a mistake in sending troops to Iraq” (Gallup Poll, 2006a)).   
 
 
Conclusion 

 
 Cognitive linguist George Lakoff paints American politics as predominantly 
representing two polarized worldviews – progressive and conservative - corresponding to 
the two main idealized models of the family in American culture, the Nurturant Parent 
model and the Strict Father model.  The former model starts from a view of people and 
the world as basically “good,” while the latter assumes people are innately “bad” and the 
world is “dangerous.”  We see that President Bush subscribes to the latter view, which 
serves as a frame from which particular policies emerge.  Fear is a major operating factor 
in this worldview, and Bush uses it as a powerful social instrument to galvanize public 
support, as explained by social identity theory. 
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