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Introduction: In the contemporary international system, the concept of power has tran-
scended purely material and hard frameworks, with its soft, perceptual, and cognitive
dimensions increasingly coming to the forefront of geopolitical competition. According-
ly, public diplomacy—as a primary pillar of soft power—has become a strategic tool for
influencing the attitudes, beliefs, and mental preferences of domestic and international
audiences. Within this framework, “cognitive public diplomacy” refers to a systematic
effort to manipulate audience perceptions, beliefs, and emotions through the reproduc-
tion of specific discourses and the consolidation of threat-oriented narratives. Based on
these premises, the primary objective of this study is to analyze how the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran is constructed as a “threat” within the framework of United States cognitive
public diplomacy from 2010 to 2025. By integrating theories of soft power, critical
discourse analysis, and cognitive warfare literature, this study aims to bridge an existing
research gap and provide an analytical framework for understanding public diplomacy
as an instrument for perception engineering and cognitive power projection.

Methods: This study employs a qualitative approach grounded in Norman Fairclough’s
critical discourse analysis (CDA) methodology. The theoretical framework integrates
theories of soft power, representation, and discursive power, along with conceptual mod-
els from cognitive warfare and perceptual security. The research corpus consists of 180
selected official and media texts, including statements and speeches by U.S. officials,
alongside content published by overseas media outlets such as Voice of America (VOA),
Radio Farda, CNN, and affiliated digital platforms between 2010 and 2025. The unit of

1. Associate Professor of International Relations, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran (Corresponding
author). R.talei@uma.ac.ir
2. PhD in International Relations, University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran zahramobiniphd@gmail.com

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under the terms and conditions of the
BY Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)



https://doi.org/10.48308/piaj.2026.242907.1832
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-4021-9897
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-9063-3970
mailto:R.talei%40uma.ac.ir?subject=
mailto:zahramobiniphd%40gmail.com?subject=
http://piaj.sbu.ac.ir
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/1735-739X
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2645-4386

Politicaland
i Vol 18, No 3, 2026, PP 73-97 P-ISSN: 1735-739X
IAn;;:lo':lclﬁggl Journal Homepage: mjgbu—amr- E-ISSN: 2645-4386

analysis is the “meaning clause,” and data analysis was conducted across three levels:
linguistic, discursive, and social/functional. Data coding was executed using MAXQDA
software, and inter-coder reliability was established using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient.
Results and discussion: The research findings indicate that the United States’ public
diplomacy, utilizing strategies such as negative framing, moral labeling, and emotion-
al narration, reproduces a stable image of Iran as an irrational, destabilizing actor in-
compatible with the liberal international order. Within this representation, five main
discourses have been identified: nuclear threat and irrational behavior; terrorism and
regional destabilization; human rights violations and domestic suppression; incompati-
bility with the liberal world order; and cyber threat (with a cognitive function). Compar-
ative results show that across the three administrations of Obama, Trump, and Biden, the
U.S. discursive focus has gradually shifted from hard and physical threats toward soft,
perceptual, and cognitive tools, with cognitive operations playing an increasingly prom-
inent role in U.S. public diplomacy. These representations have led to the legitimation
of containment and sanction policies at the international level, and to the weakening of
symbolic capital and reduction of cognitive resilience within Iran.

Conclusion: This study demonstrates that the representation of the Islamic Republic of
Iran as a “threat” within U.S. cognitive public diplomacy is not merely a reflection of
an objective reality, but rather the product of intentional meaning engineering and the
strategic exercise of discursive soft power. Over the past decade, U.S. public diplomacy
has evolved beyond traditional political information dissemination into systematic cog-
nitive operations.
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course Analysis; Media Representation; Cognitive Warfare; Threat
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1. rogue state

2. destabilizing actor

3. nuclear threat

4. state sponsor of terrorism
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. Iran’s shadow networks

. Tehran’s proxy web

. Striking Iran’s shadow network sends a message to Tehran’s global web of proxies
. Iranian people once again rise for freedom, facing the regime’s brutal crackdown

. representation through opposition

. freedom vs oppression «people vs regime

. Framing

. “Can Iran ever be trusted?”
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. threat discourse

. Affective Storytelling

. “Tear gas, fear, and silence on Iranian streets — voices of a nation under pain.”
. crisis-ridden and unstable Iran discourse

. tactical and situational

. structural and strategic

. Can Iran ever be trusted?

. cognitive mistrust
. the threatening Other
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1. Cognitive Operations
2. perceptual stimulation
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