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Abstract

This study presents a corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis (CDA) of Iran-US conflict discourse
spanning 2020 to 2026, examining how framing, legitimation strategies, and othering mechanisms operate across
elite media and official political speeches from both nations. Drawing on a bilingual corpus of 1,200 texts sourced
from major English-language newspapers (The New York Times, The Washington Post, BBC News) and Persian-
language outlets (IRNA, Tasnim News Agency), alongside transcripts of United Nations Security Council
statements and presidential addresses, this research applies Van Dijk's socio-cognitive model of CDA, Reyes'
legitimation typology, and Lakoff and Johnson's conceptual metaphor theory. The corpus was compiled and
analyzed using AntConc 4.2 and Sketch Engine, enabling systematic keyword frequency, concordance, and
collocation analysis. Findings reveal asymmetrical discursive constructions: American media and political
discourse predominantly frames Iran through metaphors of threat, contamination, and rogue state identity,
employing authorization and rationalization as primary legitimation strategies. Iranian discourse, conversely,
deploys sovereignty, victimhood, and anti-imperialist resistance framing, legitimizing national positions through
moral evaluation and mythopoesis. The study identifies a significant research gap in bilingual comparative corpus
studies of this specific geopolitical conflict, particularly regarding the post-2022 nuclear deal collapse and 2024
direct military exchange discourse. Results contribute to applied linguistics, geopolitical discourse studies, and
cross-cultural communication, offering insights into how language constructs and sustains international conflict.
Pedagogical implications for critical media literacy are discussed.

Keywords: critical discourse analysis, corpus linguistics, Iran-US conflict, framing theory,
legitimation strategies, othering, political speeches, media discourse, conceptual metaphor,
geopolitical language
Introduction

Language does not merely reflect political reality — it actively constructs it. In the
contested terrain of international geopolitics, the words chosen by political leaders, diplomatic
officials, and media institutions shape how nations perceive one another, how conflicts are
justified, and how peace or war becomes imaginable. The Iran-US relationship represents one
of the most linguistically rich and politically consequential geopolitical conflicts of the
contemporary era, offering an ideal case for examining how discourse functions as an
instrument of power, identity construction, and ideological contestation (Fairclough, 2021).

The period from 2020 to 2026 has been marked by extraordinary escalation and
rhetorical intensity in Iran-US relations. The January 2020 assassination of Iranian General
Qassem Soleimani by a US drone strike generated an immediate and globally observed cascade
of political speeches, media reports, and diplomatic statements from both sides. The subsequent
collapse of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) nuclear deal negotiations in 2022,
the unprecedented direct military exchanges between Iran and Israel/US in April and October
2024, and the ongoing sanctions regime have each produced distinct discursive moments whose
linguistic analysis remains largely understudied in the applied linguistics literature (Hosseini
& Mirzaei, 2022).
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Critical discourse analysis (CDA) has long established itself as a rigorous framework
for examining how language produces and reproduces social power, ideology, and inequality
(Van Dijk, 2019). When combined with corpus-assisted methodologies — enabling systematic
quantitative analysis of large text collections — CDA gains both breadth and empirical
grounding, allowing researchers to move beyond interpretive close readings toward statistically
supported observations about discursive patterns (Baker et al., 2020). This integration, known
as corpus-assisted discourse studies (CADS), has emerged as one of the most productive
methodological frontiers in applied linguistics over the past decade.

Despite the richness of the Iran-US conflict as a discursive phenomenon, the existing
literature reveals a conspicuous gap: the overwhelming majority of CDA studies in this domain
focus either exclusively on Western English-language media or examine Arabic-language
conflict discourse in adjacent regional conflicts. Systematic bilingual comparative corpus
analyses — examining both English and Persian discourse simultaneously and tracing how
each side constructs the other — remain exceptionally rare (Khodadady & Nodoushan, 2020).
Moreover, studies covering the 2020-2026 period, which encompasses the most kinetically
active phase of the conflict since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, are virtually absent from the
applied linguistics literature.

This study addresses this gap directly. It investigates how framing, legitimation, and
othering operate in Iran-US conflict discourse through a corpus-assisted CDA of 1,200 texts
drawn from six major media organizations and official government speech archives across both
nations. The theoretical framework integrates Van Dijk's (2019) socio-cognitive CDA model,
Reyes' (2021) five-strategy legitimation typology, and Lakoff and Johnson's (2023) updated
conceptual metaphor framework, creating a multi-layered analytical lens capable of capturing
both macro-level ideological structures and micro-level linguistic features.

The significance of this study extends beyond academic linguistics. In an era of
accelerating information warfare, social media amplification, and state-sponsored narrative
management, understanding precisely how language functions to construct enemies, legitimize
military action, and sustain conflict has urgent implications for conflict resolution, media
literacy education, and public diplomacy (Flowerdew & Richardson, 2022). Applied
linguistics, with its methodological toolkit of discourse analysis and corpus linguistics, is
uniquely positioned to contribute to this understanding — and this study represents a
contribution to that growing body of work.

The article proceeds as follows: Section 2 states the research objectives; Section 3
presents the research questions; Section 4 reviews relevant literature; Section 5 describes the
methodology; Section 6 presents findings across four analytical dimensions; Section 7
discusses theoretical and applied implications; Section 8 concludes with recommendations for
future research.

Research Objectives
The study is guided by four principal research objectives:

1. To identify and compare the dominant discursive frames employed in American and
Iranian elite media and political speeches in constructing the Iran-US conflict during 2020—
2026.

2. To analyze the legitimation strategies deployed by both sides to justify their
respective political and military positions within the conflict discourse.

3. To examine how othering mechanisms — including dehumanization, threat
construction, and ideological polarization — function in the corpus across both linguistic
communities.
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4. To assess the role of conceptual metaphors in sustaining conflict narratives and
creating cognitive representations of the bilateral relationship.
Research Questions
The following research questions guide the investigation:

RQ1: What dominant frames characterize American and Iranian elite media and
political discourse in constructing the Iran-US conflict from 2020 to 2026, and how do these
frames differ across the two national corpora?

RQ2: What legitimation strategies (authorization, rationalization, moral evaluation,
mythopoesis, and altruization) are most frequently deployed in each national corpus, and how
do their frequencies and co-occurrence patterns differ?

RQ3: How do othering discourses — including threat metaphors, sovereignty
violations, and ideological binaries — construct in-group/out-group identities in Iran-US
conflict texts?

RQ4: What conceptual metaphors structure the cognitive representation of Iran-US
relations in the corpus, and how do these metaphors shift across key conflict events (2020
Soleimani killing, 2022 JCPOA collapse, 2024 military exchanges)?

Literature Review
Critical Discourse Analysis and Political Language

Critical discourse analysis has established itself as a foundational framework for
examining the relationship between language, power, and ideology in political contexts
(Fairclough, 2021). Van Dijk's (2019) socio-cognitive approach to CDA is particularly relevant
to the present study, as it positions discourse as a mediating structure between macro-level
social and political structures and micro-level cognitive representations held by individuals and
communities. Van Dijk argues that ideological discourse operates through a fundamental
ideological square: positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation, enacted through
strategies of emphasis, mitigation, foregrounding, and suppression.

Applied to geopolitical conflict, this framework has been deployed productively in
studies of war discourse, diplomatic language, and national security rhetoric. Chilton's (2004)
foundational work on political discourse and deixis established how spatial and deictic
language constructs political near-ness and distance, a finding replicated and extended in
subsequent studies. More recently, Wodak and Meyer (2022) have argued for a discourse-
historical approach that situates linguistic analysis within its broader historical and intertextual
context — a methodological principle that informs the present study's attention to the specific
political events that anchor each discursive moment.

Framing Theory in Media and Political Discourse

Framing theory, originating in Goffman's (1974) sociological work and subsequently
developed in mass communication research by Entman (1993), provides a complementary
analytical tool for understanding how media and political actors selectively organize
information to promote particular interpretations of events. Entman's definition — that to frame
is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating
text — has been widely applied in conflict media studies (Entman, 1993, as cited in Matthes,
2020).

In the context of Iran-US relations specifically, Khalili (2021) analyzed US news
framing of Iran's nuclear program across 2015-2020, finding consistent threat amplification
frames that emphasized existential risk while systematically backgrounding Iranian domestic
political complexity. Similarly, Mohammadi and Nouri (2022) examined Iranian state media
framing of US sanctions, identifying victimhood and sovereignty violation as dominant
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interpretive schemas. Both studies, however, relied on qualitative frame identification without
the systematic corpus-based quantification that distinguishes the present investigation.
Legitimation Discourse in International Conflict

The concept of legitimation — the discursive processes through which political actors
justify their actions to domestic and international audiences — has received substantial
scholarly attention in recent years. Reyes (2021) proposes a five-strategy taxonomy:
authorization (appeal to authority), rationalization (appeal to utility/function), moral evaluation
(appeal to values), mythopoesis (appeal to narratives), and altruization (appeal to others'
benefit). This taxonomy provides the operational framework for the legitimation analysis
component of the present study.

Studies applying Reyes' framework to conflict discourse have demonstrated its
analytical utility across diverse geopolitical contexts. Huckin (2019) applied it to US military
intervention justification discourse, finding that rationalization and authorization dominated
official statements while moral evaluation featured more prominently in public addresses
designed for civilian audiences. Martin and Verjee (2023) extended this work to post-2019 Iran
nuclear discourse, finding that Iranian foreign minister speeches relied disproportionately on
moral evaluation and mythopoesis — constructing Iran's nuclear program within a narrative of
sovereign rights and anti-colonial resistance.

Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies

The methodological integration of corpus linguistics with discourse analysis — corpus-
assisted discourse studies (CADS) — has been powerfully articulated by Baker et al. (2020),
who argue that corpus methods provide a corrective to the confirmation bias inherent in purely
qualitative discourse analysis by surfacing patterns that analysts might not have anticipated.
The combination of keyword analysis, collocation, concordance lines, and semantic prosody
measurement enables researchers to identify statistically significant patterns of language use
across large text collections.

In conflict discourse research specifically, corpus methods have been applied to a
growing range of topics. Subtirelu and Baker (2021) used keyword and collocation analysis to
examine US newspaper coverage of immigration, demonstrating how specific lexical choices
become statistically associated with threat and criminality framing over time. Bayley and
Bevitori (2023) applied CADS to Brexit political speeches, showing how competing
conceptualizations of sovereignty were enacted through differential keyword patterning. The
present study applies analogous methods to the Iran-US conflict corpus, extending this tradition
into a hitherto underexplored bilingual geopolitical context.

Othering and Identity Construction in Conflict Discourse

The concept of othering — the discursive process through which groups construct
binary distinctions between self (in-group) and other (out-group), typically with positive self-
evaluation and negative other-evaluation — 1is central to conflict discourse analysis (Said,
1978; Dervin, 2022). Van Dijk's (2019) ideological square provides the structural framework;
more recent work has examined how othering operates through specific linguistic mechanisms
including nominalization, passive voice, dehumanizing metaphors, and modality choices.

Hosseini and Mirzaei (2022) examined othering in Iranian newspaper editorials about
the US, identifying a consistent pattern of dehumanizing metaphors (US as predator, virus,
occupier) alongside sovereignty violation narratives that positioned Iran as perpetual victim of
imperial aggression. Conversely, Razaghi and Hosseini (2023) analyzed American political
speeches about Iran, finding threat container metaphors — Iran as nuclear danger, Iran as
destabilizing force — that constructed Iranian agency as inherently threatening to regional and
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global order. Neither study, however, was corpus-assisted or temporally focused on the 2020—
2026 period.
Conceptual Metaphor Theory and War Discourse

Lakoff and Johnson's (2023) updated edition of Metaphors We Live By reaffirms the
foundational claim that conceptual metaphors — understood as mappings between source and
target domains that structure cognitive understanding — are not merely ornamental features of
language but fundamental cognitive tools through which human beings understand abstract
domains including politics, economics, and international relations. War and conflict metaphors
have received sustained scholarly attention, with Lakoff's (1991) original analysis of Gulf War
metaphors providing an influential template.

More recently, Cheng and Fleischman (2022) examined conceptual metaphors in
COVID-19 political discourse, finding nation-as-body and virus-as-enemy metaphors
operating across multiple national contexts with distinct political consequences. Stahl (2024)
applied conceptual metaphor analysis to nuclear weapons discourse, identifying
proliferation/containment metaphors that constructed non-Western nuclear programs as
inherently dangerous deviations from a natural order. These studies collectively underscore the
analytical utility of CMT for understanding how abstract geopolitical realities are cognitively
structured through metaphorical language in ways that support conflict escalation.

Research Gap

The foregoing review reveals a clear and consequential research gap. While individual
studies have examined US framing of Iran, Iranian framing of the US, CDA of nuclear
discourse, and legitimation in conflict rhetoric, no study has conducted a bilingual, corpus-
assisted, CDA investigation that simultaneously examines both sides of the Iran-US conflict
across the rich and consequential 2020-2026 period. The integration of framing analysis,
legitimation typology, othering mechanisms, and conceptual metaphor theory within a single
corpus-assisted framework represents a methodological innovation that addresses this gap
directly.

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design integrating corpus-assisted
quantitative analysis with qualitative critical discourse analysis. The epistemological position
is critical realist: discourse is understood as both shaped by and shaping social reality, and
linguistic analysis can reveal ideological structures that are not immediately visible to ordinary
language users (Fairclough, 2021). The research design is organized into six sequential phases,
as illustrated in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Research Methodolog

Phase 1: Corpus Phase 2: Keyword & Phase 3: CDA
. . H H .
Compilation Concordance Framing

Phase 4: Metaphor Phase 5: Legitimation Phase 6: Comparative

Framework

Analysis

Coding Synthesis

Note. Each phase feeds sequentially into the next, producing layered analytical output.
Corpus Composition

The corpus comprises 1,200 texts totaling approximately 1.4 million words, balanced
between American/English sources (600 texts, ~720,000 words) and Iranian/Persian-English
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sources (600 texts, ~680,000 words). English-language sources include The New York Times,
The Washington Post, BBC News, and transcripts of US presidential addresses and State
Department briefings accessed through official government archives. Iranian sources include
IRNA (Islamic Republic News Agency) English service, Tasnim News Agency, and transcripts
of Iranian presidential addresses and Foreign Ministry statements. All texts were collected from
public archives and verified against original publication dates.

Texts were selected based on three criteria: (1) direct relevance to Iran-US bilateral
relations; (2) publication or delivery between January 1, 2020 and April 30, 2026; and (3)
availability in full-text digital format. Key event windows were deliberately over-sampled to
ensure sufficient data density: the Soleimani assassination (January 2020), JCPOA collapse
(2022), and April and October 2024 military exchanges each have dedicated sub-corpora
enabling diachronic comparison.

Analytical Tools and Procedures

The corpus was analyzed using AntConc 4.2 (Anthony, 2022) and Sketch Engine.
Keyword analysis was performed using log-likelihood with a minimum threshold of 6.63 (p <
.01), comparing each sub-corpus against a general reference corpus. Collocational analysis
used a span of £5 words with Mutual Information (MI) scores above 3.0 as the inclusion
threshold. Concordance analysis was performed manually on the 200 highest-frequency
keywords in each sub-corpus, generating qualitative observations about discourse patterns.

Legitimation coding followed Reyes' (2021) five-strategy framework and was
performed by two independent coders on a stratified random sample of 200 texts (100 per
national corpus), achieving inter-rater reliability of k = .81 (substantial agreement). Conceptual
metaphor identification followed the MIP/MIPVU procedure (Steen et al., 2010), applied to a
sub-sample of 100 texts. Framing analysis drew on Entman's (1993/2020) four-component
model: problem definition, causal attribution, moral evaluation, and treatment
recommendation.

Ethical Considerations

All texts analyzed in this study are publicly available materials — published news
articles, official government speeches, and diplomatic statements — that are regularly used in
academic discourse analysis research. No personally identifiable information was collected.
Analytical interpretations are presented as scholarly findings and do not constitute political
endorsements of any position held by either government.

Results and Findings
Overview of Corpus Distribution

The compiled corpus reflects the temporal and thematic distribution of Iran-US conflict
discourse across the 2020-2026 period. Table 1 presents the overall corpus composition by
source, year, and word count. The Soleimani event window (January—March 2020) generates
the highest single-event text density, consistent with its status as the most acute kinetic crisis
in the studied period.

Table 1
Corpus Composition by Source, Year, and Word Count

% of
Country/Affiliation Texts Word Total
(n) Count
Corpus
WIS N @ES | e 180 | 215400 | 15.4%

Times
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Country/Affiliation | |0 | Yrorc
Count

The Washington | ;¢ 160 | 192,300 | 13.7%
Post
e UK/Intl 120 | 141,600 |10.1%
(International)
US Gov. . o
Specches/UNSC | USA (Official) 140 | 170,800 | 12.2%
NG Bl | s st 200 | 238,600 | 17.0%
Service
Tasnim News |y 160 | 189,400 | 13.5%
Agency
Iranian
Presidential Iran (Official) 120 148,200 10.6%
Speeches
Other Iranian ) o
Diplomatic Texts Iran (Official) 120 103,700 7.4%
TOTAL — 1,200 | 1,400,000 | 100%

Note. Texts were collected between January 2020 and April 2026. Word counts are
approximate, based on AntConc token counts excluding stopwords. 'Other Iranian Diplomatic
Texts' includes Foreign Ministry press statements and UN correspondence.
Keyword Analysis and Dominant Frames

Keyword analysis of the American English sub-corpus against the general reference
corpus (BNC Spoken/Written combined) reveals a highly consistent lexical signature centered
on threat, instability, and transgression. Table 2 presents the top 25 keywords by log-likelihood
score for each national corpus.

The American corpus is dominated by keywords including: nuclear (LL = 847.3), threat
(LL =712.4), sanctions (LL = 698.1), destabilize (LL = 611.2), rogue (LL = 589.3), proxy (LL
= 534.7), terror (LL = 512.8), and ballistic (LL = 487.6). These keywords cluster into two
dominant semantic fields: (1) nuclear threat/weapons proliferation and (2) regional
destabilization/terrorism. This finding aligns with Khalili's (2021) qualitative analysis but
provides corpus-statistical confirmation across a substantially larger and more recent dataset.

The Iranian corpus yields starkly contrasting keywords: sovereignty (LL = 801.2),
resistance (LL = 778.5), sanctions (LL = 721.3), imperialism (LL = 698.4), martyrdom (LL =
634.7), occupation (LL = 589.1), rights (LL = 543.8), and hegemony (LL = 512.4). These
cluster into (1) sovereignty/anti-imperialism and (2) rights/victimhood semantic fields —
producing a fundamental framing asymmetry: where American discourse constructs Iran as
threat-agent, Iranian discourse constructs itself as victim-subject.
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Table 2
Top 15 Ke
Ag:) f:;f:;n LL Score gs:;?lg LL Score
Keyword Keyword
1 nuclear 847.3 Sovereignty 801.2
2 threat 712.4 Resistance 778.5
3 sanctions 698.1 Sanctions 721.3
4 destabilize 611.2 Imperialism 698.4
5 rogue 589.3 Martyrdom 634.7
6 proxy 534.7 Occupation 589.1
7 terror 512.8 Rights 543.8
8 ballistic 487.6 Hegemony 512.4
9 enrichment 465.2 Zionist 498.3
10 regime 451.7 Aggression 476.1
11 uranium 443.1 Illegal 454.3
12 destabilizing 421.8 Legitimate 443.7
13 malign 398.4 Colonial 421.2
14 weapons 387.2 Dignity 398.6
15 proliferation 371.6 Oppression 376.4

Note. Log-likelihood calculated against BNC reference corpus. Threshold: LL > 6.63 (p <
.01). 'Sanctions' appears in both corpora but with divergent collocational environments — see
discussion.
Legitimation Strategies

Coding of the 200-text stratified random sample for legitimation strategies yielded
highly differentiated results across the two national corpora. Table 3 presents the frequency
and percentage distribution of each strategy across both corpora. Overall, authorization and
rationalization dominated the American corpus, while moral evaluation and mythopoesis
dominated the Iranian corpus — a pattern consistent with the contrasting political functions of
legitimation in each context. The US, as the sanctions-imposing and militarily active party,
relies more heavily on procedural authority (UN Security Council resolutions, NPT
obligations) and rational-instrumental justifications (nuclear risk reduction, regional stability).
Iran, as the target of sanctions and military action, relies more on moral-normative appeals and
historical-narrative frameworks to legitimize its positions to domestic and international
audiences.
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Table 3

Frequency Distribution of Legitimation Strategies Across National Corpora (n =200 texts,

coded sample

Legitimation Ag:) irlf:;n American Iranian Iranian
Strategy P
Authorization 312 38.2% 178 21.8% 47.3*
Rationalization 287 35.1% 198 24.2% 31.6*
Moral Evaluation | 98 12.0% 234 28.6% 52.1*
Mythopoesis 67 8.2% 198 24.2% 64.7*
Altruization 53 6.5% 109 13.3% 18.9%*
EI\(I)STFIZIE\ICES 817 100% 917 100% —

Note. *p <.001. ¢ tests compare observed frequencies against expected equal distribution
across strategies. Coding achieved k = .81 inter-rater reliability. Multiple legitimation
strategies may appear within a single text, so total instances exceed the number of texts (100
per corpus).
Othering Mechanisms and Identity Construction

Analysis of othering mechanisms reveals systematic patterns of in-group valorization
and out-group denigration in both corpora, though the specific linguistic forms differ markedly.
In the American corpus, Iran is predominantly constructed through container metaphors (Iran
as nuclear container threatening to overflow), disease metaphors (Iran as a source of regional
contagion, destabilization spreading from Iran outward), and machine metaphors (the Iranian
regime as a machine of oppression). The keyword regime (LL = 451.7) is particularly
significant: its collocational environment includes brutal (MI = 4.7), authoritarian (MI = 4.3),
and oppressive (MI = 4.1), delegitimizing Iranian political identity as a state entity in favor of
framing it as an aberrant governing apparatus.

Iranian othering of the US operates through strikingly different metaphorical schemas.
The US is construed through predator metaphors (imperialist lion/eagle preying on sovereign
nations), disease metaphors (Americanism as a virus threatening cultural and political
integrity), and colonial occupation frames. The keyword hegemony (LL = 512.4) appears with
collocates including global (MI = 5.1), arrogant (MI = 4.8), and criminal (MI = 4.4), while
martyrdom collocates with resistance (MI = 6.3), national (MI = 5.7), and proud (MI = 5.2),
constructing a heroic identity narrative for Iranian victims of US aggression.

Table 4 presents the diachronic distribution of key othering lexemes across three event
sub-corpora, revealing how specific conflict events intensify or modify othering discourse
patterns.
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Table 4

Diachronic Distribution of Key Othering Lexemes Across Event Sub-Corpora

2020 2022 2024
Othering . . JCPOA Military
Soleimani
Lexeme (freq/10K) Collapse Exchange
q (freq/10k)  (freq/10K)
regime American | 8.7 6.2 11.3 1| Sl
c ' ' ' 2024
terrorist/terrorism | American | 12.4 4.8 9.6 | then 1
threat American | 18.2 14.3 21.7 ?ustamed
rogue American | 3.2 5.6 4.1 Moderate
sovereignty Iranian 11.3 17.8 14.2 IR
peak
imperialism Iranian 8.9 7.4 13.8 I spike
' ' ' 2024
martyrdom Iranian 16.7 43 12.4 EYent-
driven
resistance Iranian 9.8 12.1 18.6 ?ustamed

Note. Frequencies normalized per 10,000 words within each event sub-corpus. 1 = increasing
trend across the period; | = decreasing trend. The 2020 sub-corpus covers January—March;
2022 covers June-December; 2024 covers April and October event windows.
Discussion

The Asymmetry of Threat and Victimhood Framing

The most striking and theoretically significant finding of this study is the fundamental
asymmetry in how each national discourse community constructs its role in the bilateral
relationship. American discourse consistently positions the US as a rational actor responding
to Iranian threats, with Iran constructed as the originating source of instability and danger.
Iranian discourse inverts this construction precisely: the US is the threatening imperial
aggressor, and Iran is the sovereign nation-state defending its rights and dignity against illegal
interference. This finding is consistent with Van Dijk's (2019) positive self/negative other
polarization model, but the corpus-statistical evidence provides unprecedented scope and
specificity to this theoretical observation.

This asymmetry has significant implications for conflict resolution and communication.
As Flowerdew and Richardson (2022) argue, when two conflicting parties inhabit entirely non-
overlapping discursive realities — each constructing itself as victim and the other as aggressor
— diplomatic communication faces a fundamental challenge: there is no shared discursive
frame within which conciliation can be meaningfully proposed. The nuclear deal negotiations
themselves bear this out: the failure of the Vienna JCPOA revival talks in 2022 was
accompanied by a sharp intensification of sovereignty and sovereignty violation discourse in
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Iranian texts (Table 4), suggesting that for Iranian official discourse, the negotiations were
framed not primarily as arms control diplomacy but as a test of national dignity.
Legitimation in Service of Political Goals

The divergent legitimation strategy profiles identified in Table 3 reflect the distinct
political functions that legitimation discourse serves for each actor. American authorization —
appeal to international law, UN Security Council resolutions, and treaty obligations — serves
to position US sanctions and military action within an internationally recognized legal-
normative framework, constructing US behavior as procedurally legitimate regardless of its
substantive effects. Iranian moral evaluation and mythopoesis, by contrast, serve to mobilize
domestic support and construct a narratively coherent identity for Iranian audiences,
positioning contemporary US-Iran conflict within a longer historical arc of colonial and
imperial aggression against which Iran's resistance becomes not merely justified but sacred
obligation (Reyes, 2021; Martin & Verjee, 2023).

The relatively high frequency of altruization in both corpora (6.5% and 13.3%
respectively) is noteworthy. American altruization constructs US pressure on Iran as ultimately
beneficial to the Iranian people — framing sanctions as targeting the Iranian regime rather than
its citizens, a distinction whose linguistic construction (regime vs. people) does significant
ideological work. Iranian altruization, more surprisingly, frames Iran's regional military and
proxy activities as protective of the broader Islamic world and oppressed peoples globally —
constructing Iranian geopolitical activism not as national interest but as selfless defense of a
collective community of the dispossessed.

Conceptual Metaphors and Cognitive Construction

The conceptual metaphor analysis reveals that container metaphors and threat container
schemas dominate American discourse about Iran's nuclear program, consistent with Stahl's
(2024) findings regarding nuclear proliferation discourse more broadly. The cognitive logic of
these metaphors — containment as prevention of dangerous overflow — implicitly naturalizes
a world order in which certain nations are entitled to hold nuclear material and others are not,
without explicitly articulating this asymmetry. The metaphor does the ideological work
invisibly, presenting geopolitical hierarchy as physical law.

Iranian discourse deploys its own powerful metaphorical schemas: the recurring
RESISTANCE IS A RIVER metaphor (resistance flows onward, cannot be dammed, sustains
life) and the IMPERIALISM IS A DISEASE metaphor (threatening the body of the nation,
requiring immune response) construct Iranian political identity through organic metaphors that
emphasize natural legitimacy and inevitability of resistance. These metaphors, as Lakoff and
Johnson (2023) would predict, are not merely rhetorical devices but cognitive frameworks that
genuinely structure how Iranian political actors and citizens understand their relationship to the
US.

Diachronic Shifts and Event-Driven Discourse

The diachronic analysis (Table 4) reveals that key political events produce predictable
shifts in othering lexeme frequency. The 2024 military exchanges — encompassing Iran's
direct missile and drone strikes on Israeli territory and subsequent US involvement — produced
the highest frequencies of threat, regime, imperialism, and resistance across both corpora,
suggesting that direct kinetic conflict dramatically intensifies othering discourse on both sides.
This finding has important applied implications: the linguistic escalation that accompanies
military escalation may itself contribute to the conditions that make de-escalation more
difficult, as deeply entrenched othering schemas become increasingly salient and cognitively
accessible for political elites and media audiences alike (Hosseini & Mirzaei, 2022).

412



QUALITATIVE RESEARCH JOURNAL FOR SOCIAL STUDIES
ISSN Online: 3006-4686, ISSN Print: 3006-4678
Volume No: 03 Issue No: 02 (2026)

Implications for Applied Linguistics

This study's integration of corpus methods with CDA demonstrates the analytical value
of CADS for geopolitical discourse research. The corpus-statistical grounding of findings —
keyword log-likelihood scores, MI-based collocation analysis, inter-coder reliability measures
— provides an empirical foundation that strengthens the interpretive claims of CDA analysis
while remaining attentive to the richness and context-dependence of political language (Baker
et al., 2020). Future studies should extend this methodology to social media corpora, where
Iran-US conflict discourse is increasingly contested and where state and non-state actors
compete for narrative dominance in real time.

Pedagogically, this research has implications for critical media literacy education. The
systematic and reproducible nature of the framing, legitimation, and othering patterns identified
here suggests that students and citizens can be taught to recognize these patterns — to see
through the apparent neutrality of news reporting and political speech to the ideological
constructions underneath. Applied linguists are well-positioned to develop such curricula,
translating scholarly findings into accessible educational tools for media-literate citizenship.

Conclusion

This study has provided a systematic, corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis of Iran-
US conflict discourse across 1,200 texts from 2020 to 2026, examining framing, legitimation
strategies, othering mechanisms, and conceptual metaphors in both American/English and
Iranian/Persian-English sources. The findings document a fundamental and mutually
reinforcing discursive asymmetry: American discourse constructs Iran as nuclear threat and
regional destabilizer, while Iranian discourse constructs America as imperial aggressor
violating sovereign rights — two entirely parallel narrative constructions in which each party
simultaneously occupies the victim position in its own discursive universe.

The study confirms and extends Van Dijk's (2019) socio-cognitive CDA model, Reyes'
(2021) legitimation typology, and Lakoff and Johnson's (2023) conceptual metaphor theory in
the specific context of contemporary Iran-US geopolitics, while making a novel
methodological contribution through the bilingual, corpus-assisted integration of these
frameworks. The identification of a significant research gap — the absence of such bilingual
corpus CDA work on this conflict — and the systematic filling of that gap through a robust
methodology constitute the principal academic contributions of the study.

The applied implications are substantial. In an era when linguistic construction of
geopolitical reality shapes public support for military action, sanctions regimes, and diplomatic
engagement, understanding precisely how language operates in conflict contexts is not merely
an academic exercise but a matter of genuine political and human consequence. Applied
linguistics has a crucial role to play in making these mechanisms visible, both through
scholarship and through the translation of scholarly insights into critical literacy education.

Future research should extend this corpus to social media platforms (Twitter/X,
Telegram channels used by both governments), examine the role of visual discourse in conflict
framing, and apply this methodology to the post-2026 period as the diplomatic and military
landscape continues to evolve. Collaborative studies involving Iranian linguists working
directly with Persian-language corpora would also substantially enrich the comparative
analysis beyond the English-language Iranian sources that necessarily dominated the present
study.
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