
 

 

Weaponizing the Word: Shifts in Elite and Civilian Nuclear Discourse amid 

Security Shocks in Iran (2020–2025) 

 

 

 

by Anissa Ozbek 

 

B.A. in International Affairs, May 2024, The George Washington University 

 

A Capstone Thesis submitted to 

 

The Faculty of 

The Elliott School of International Affairs 
of The George Washington University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts in Middle East Studies 

 
 
 

May 17, 2026 

 

Capstone Thesis directed by 

 

Dr. Sina Azodi 

Assistant Professor of Middle East Politics 

 



 

Table of Contents 
Abstract​ 3 
Introduction​ 1 
Literature Review​ 2 
Methodology​ 8 
Case I: Nuclear Scientist Assassination​ 10 

Post-Assassination Discursive Shift​ 14 
Case II: Sabotaging Infrastructure: Natanz and the Politics of Nuclear Vulnerability​ 16 

Post-Sabotage Discursive Shift: Restraint versus Deterrent Escalation​ 19 
Case III: Military Strikes: Operation Midnight Hammer and Nuclear Discourse in Conflict 
Conditions​ 22 

Post-Stike Discourse: Crisis Management, Strategic Restraint, and the Survival of 
Diplomacy​ 25 

Cross-Case Analysis and Interpretation​ 29 
The Evolution of Technical Escalation: From Rights to Strategic Signaling​ 29 
Weaponization Talk and the Emergence of Strategic Ambiguity​ 30 
Internal Blame and Competing Narratives of State Failure​ 31 

Conclusion: Converging Toward Nuclear Leverage​ 32 
Bibliography​ 34 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 



 

Abstract 
Over the past two decades, debate over Iran’s nuclear program has operated within tightly 

bounded limits shaped by official red lines emphasizing peaceful, civilian use and religious 

prohibition of nuclear weapons. Yet positions once confined to the margins, particularly the 

discussion of nuclear deterrence, have increasingly entered mainstream political discourse. This 

study argues that repeated external counterproliferation shocks have progressively reshaped the 

boundaries of permissible nuclear debate in Iran, expanding the range of acceptable arguments 

surrounding deterrence, weaponization, and strategic ambiguity. Tracing this evolution from 

covert sabotage to overt military confrontation, the study draws on Persian-language primary 

sources to examine Iranian civil and elite discourse surrounding three major security events 

between 2020 and 2025. It asks: How do external counterproliferation shocks reshape the 

boundaries of permissible nuclear discourse in Iran, and how do reformist and conservative 

media differently navigate these expanding limits? 

By analyzing coverage in reformist and conservative outlets before and after each episode, the 

study demonstrates that security shocks do not produce discursive convergence. Instead, they 

incrementally expand the range of acceptable debate, allowing both camps to shift, albeit at 

different speeds and through different justifications, toward stronger deterrence narratives. 

Ultimately, the analysis shows how cumulative external pressure has contributed to the gradual 

normalization of nuclear deterrence within Iran’s political and moral frameworks, 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction 

For decades, debate over Iran’s nuclear program has operated within clearly defined ideological 

and political boundaries. Reinforced by the late Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s official fatwa 

or religious ruling declaring nuclear weapons un-Islamic, official discourse has strongly 

emphasized peaceful nuclear development.1 Within these limits, civil discourse has seen 

disagreements centered on negotiation strategy, enrichment levels, and economic trade-offs with 

discussion of nuclear weaponization remaining largely outside the bounds of acceptable debate. 

Yet in recent years, positions once confined to the margins, particularly arguments for nuclear 

deterrence, have increasingly entered mainstream political and media discourse. 

This shift reflects a broader pattern in Iran’s strategic thinking as moments of heightened external 

threat often prompt recalibration of ideological constraints in favor of state survival. During the 

1980–1988 Iran–Iraq War, for example, the revolutionary government revived elements of the 

Pahlavi-era nuclear program it had previously rejected, prioritizing endurance over ideological 

purity.2 Such recalculations are frequently justified through the doctrine of maslahat 

(expediency), which allows policymakers to suspend or reinterpret ideological red lines in the 

face of existential pressure. In contemporary debates, this logic has resurfaced as external 

counterproliferation measures, ranging from nuclear facility sabotage and scientist assassinations 

to overt military confrontation, have intensified perceptions of vulnerability and raised questions 

about the adequacy of Iran’s existing deterrence posture. As noted in expert interviews, this shift 

reflects a cumulative process in which successive external shocks, beginning with the U.S. 

2 Kelsey Davenport, Daryl G. Kimball, and Greg Thielmann, Solving the Iranian Nuclear Puzzle: The Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action, 4th ed. (Washington, DC: Arms Control Association, August 2015), 
https://www.armscontrol.org/sites/default/files/files/Reports/ACA_Iran-BB_2015%20Aug6_FINAL_0.pdf, 6. 

1 Ali Khamenei, “Religious and Political Aspects of the Ban on Building Nuclear Weapons,” Office of the Supreme Leader of 
Iran, March 2, 2021, https://english.khamenei.ir/news/8398/Religious-and-political-aspects-of-the-ban-on-building-nuclear. 
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withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018 and intensifying through assassinations, sabotage, and 

direct military confrontation, have progressively eroded confidence in conventional deterrence 

and elevated nuclear capability as a potential fallback for strategic survival.3 This project 

examines how Iran’s public political discourse evolves across repeated external shocks rather 

than a single watershed moment. It asks: How do external counterproliferation shocks reshape 

the boundaries of permissible nuclear discourse in Iran, and how do reformist and conservative 

media differently navigate these expanding limits? 

Through comparative analysis of Iranian liberal and conservative newspapers surrounding three 

major events, namely the assassination of Mohsen Fakhrizadeh (2020), the Natanz enrichment 

facility sabotage (2021), and overt military escalation targeting nuclear infrastructure under 

Operation Midnight Hammer (2025), the study traces how Iran’s nuclear discourse evolves under 

threat across ideological camps. Uniquely, it focuses on civil discourse rather than public 

opinion, examining contributions from journalists, analysts, and academics, whose arguments 

form part of a broader civil society conversation that both reflects and shapes elite 

decision-making and societal attitudes. The analysis demonstrates that security shocks 

incrementally broaden acceptable debate, allowing both reformist and conservative actors to 

shift, albeit at different speeds and through different justifications, toward stronger deterrence 

narratives. In doing so, the study illustrated how cumulative external pressure is reshaping the 

logics and political boundaries of nuclear policy within the Islamic Republic. 

Literature Review 
Debate over Iran’s nuclear program has historically existed within clearly-defined ideological 

and political boundaries shaped by identity, sovereignty, and resistance narratives. Early 

3 Peyman Asadzade, virtual interview with author, April 3, 2026. 
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scholarship emphasizes that the nuclear program in Iran is not merely a strategic or technological 

project, but a discursive arena in which national independence and justice are central themes. 

Homeira Moshirzadeh argues that “discourses of independence and justice give meaning to 

Iran’s persistence in following its nuclear program, and a discourse of resistance can explain its 

recent less flexible and more confrontationist policies,” highlighting how nuclear policy is 

embedded in broader identity-based narratives rather than narrowly security-driven calculations.4  

Within this discursive framework, conservative media have played a particularly important role 

in constructing legitimacy around nuclear advancement. Majid KhosraviNik’s analysis of the 

newspaper Kayhan demonstrates how resistance itself becomes a moral justification for policy. 

He identifies what he calls a “Topos of Resistance,” whereby “we are right… because we are… 

resisting,” and a unified Iranian “Self” is portrayed as defending against a hostile international 

“Other.”5 Such framing situates nuclear development not as an ethical and political duty tied to 

sovereignty and survival rather than a technical choice. These findings suggest that nuclear 

discourse in Iran operates within established ideological boundaries, where legitimacy derives 

from resistance and independence rather than deterrence or weaponization. While these studies 

provide a rich account of the ideological foundations of Iranian nuclear discourse, they are 

largely static in design, capturing discursive structures at a single moment rather than tracing 

how those structures evolve in response to external shocks. As a result, they risk overstating the 

stability of identity-based narratives and underestimating the conditions under which their 

boundaries may shift.  

Complementing this identity-centered literature, scholars have also emphasized the strategic 

logic that allows Iran to maintain flexibility within these ideological constraints. Wyn Bowen and 

5 Majid KhosraviNik, “Macro and Micro Legitimation in Discourse on Iran’s Nuclear Programme: The Case of Iranian National 
Newspaper Kayhan,” Discourse & Society 26, no. 1 (2015): 66, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26865830. 

4 Homeira Moshirzadeh, “Discursive Foundations of Iran’s Nuclear Policy,” Security Dialogue 38, no. 4 (December 2007): 528, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26299641. 
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Matthew Moran characterize Iran’s nuclear posture as “hedging by default,” arguing that nuclear 

latency allows the regime to reconcile domestic consensus on technological advancement with 

the possibility of future weaponization. They note that “Iran’s behaviour is now as much hedging 

by default as it is hedging by design,” reflecting the need to balance ideological commitments 

with strategic uncertainty.6 This threshold strategy aligns with broader interpretations of 

maslahat, or expediency, which permits pragmatic recalibration when regime survival is at stake. 

In a similar vein, Uriel Abulof’s “nuclear diversion” theory suggests that regimes facing 

legitimacy pressures may “rally round the nuclear flag” to consolidate domestic support, using 

nuclear sovereignty as a unifying symbol during crises.7 Together, these frameworks highlight 

how ideological commitments and pragmatic survival strategies coexist within Iran’s nuclear 

discourse. However, these strategic frameworks remain largely abstracted from the discursive 

arenas in which such recalibrations are articulated and contested. They explain why flexibility 

may occur, but not how it is constructed, justified, or resisted within competing media narratives 

over time. 

Recent scholarship suggests that this balance is increasingly strained by repeated external 

security shocks. Analysts such as Hamidreza Azizi argue that assassinations and strikes on 

nuclear infrastructure have exposed the limits of Iran’s conventional deterrence, prompting a 

discursive shift toward nuclear weapons as the “ultimate deterrent.”8 Héloïse Fayet similarly 

describes Iran’s reliance on “performative deterrence,” noting that as conventional assets lose 

credibility, Tehran turns to rhetorical escalation to reassert deterrence.9 These analyses suggest 

9 Héloïse Fayet, “The Evolving Role of Nuclear Rhetoric in Iran’s Strategic Calculus,” SALAM Project, PRISME Initiative, July 
2025, https://prismeinitiative.org/app/uploads/2025/07/fayet-evolving-role-nuclear-rhetoric-irans-strategic-calculus.pdf. 

8 Hamidreza Azizi, “Iran’s Shifting Discourse on Nuclear Weaponization: Bargaining Tactic or Doctrine Change?” Middle East 
Council on Global Affairs, November 2024, 3, 
https://mecouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Irans-Shifting-Discourse_Final_web.pdf. 

7 Uriel Abulof, “Nuclear Diversion Theory and Legitimacy Crisis: The Case of Iran,” Politics & Policy 41, no. 5 (2013): 
690–722, https://doi.org/10.1111/polp.12035. 

6 Wyn Bowen and Matthew Moran, “Iran’s Nuclear Programme: A Case Study in Hedging?” Contemporary Security Policy 35, 
no. 1 (2014): 26–52, https://doi.org/10.1080/13523260.2014.884338. 
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that external pressure not only influences strategic calculations but also reshapes the language 

through which nuclear policy is debated. Yet these accounts tend to infer discursive change from 

strategic developments rather than systematically analyzing media discourse itself. As a result, 

they do not capture the incremental and contested nature of rhetorical shifts across different 

political factions. 

Media discourse reflects and amplifies this shift. Hossein Nourani and colleagues show that 

Iranian conservatives employed strategies of authorization and moral evaluation to delegitimize 

the JCPOA, comparing it to a “stinky corpse” and portraying diplomacy as weakness.10 At the 

same time, discussions of nuclear deterrence have increasingly appeared in official media, 

indicating a gradual normalization of arguments once confined to the margins. Existing media 

studies also tend to focus on single outlets or ideological camps, limiting their ability to assess 

whether such shifts reflect broader systemic change or remain confined to particular factions. 

Evidence from public opinion studies further supports the argument that security shocks 

influence nuclear attitudes. Survey research by Peyman Asadzade finds that fear generated by 

direct military confrontation increases support for nuclear acquisition, with “nearly half of 

respondents… completely agree[ing] that Iran should possess nuclear weapons.”11 12 Similarly, 

polling conducted by Nancy Gallagher and colleagues after the 2025 escalation shows that, for 

the first time, a slim majority of Iranians favored having a nuclear deterrent rather than solely a 

peaceful program.13 While public opinion data captures aggregate attitudinal change, it does not 

13  Nancy W. Gallagher, Ebrahim Mohseni, and Clay Ramsay, “Iranian Public Opinion Soon After the Twelve-Day War: A Public 
Opinion Study,” Center for International and Security Studies at Maryland (CISSM), December 2025, 27, 
https://www.cissm.umd.edu/sites/default/files/2026-02/Iran%20Report_FINAL_w_AccessabilityCheck.pdf. 

12 Peyman Asadzade, “External Threat and Nuclear Preferences: Micro-Level Insights from the Iran–Israel Confrontation,” 
Foreign Policy Analysis 21, no. 4 (October 2025): oraf030, https://doi.org/10.1093/fpa/oraf030. 

11 Peyman Asadzade, “What Does the Iranian Public Think About Nuclear Weapons,” Substack, April 1, 2026, 
https://peymanasadzade.substack.com/p/what-does-the-iranian-public-think. 

10 Hossein Nourani, Mohammad Mohammadian, Reza Sarhaddi, Afsaneh Danesh, and Farzaneh Latifi, “Discursive 
Delegitimization of Rouhani’s Nuclear Diplomacy and the Iran Nuclear Deal by Iranian Conservatives on Twitter,” Digest of 
Middle East Studies (2023): 196, https://doi.org/10.1111/dome.12297. 
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reveal how elite discourse produces, channels, or responds to these shifts, leaving a gap between 

societal preferences and the narratives advanced in political media. 

Taken together, this literature establishes three key insights. First, Iranian nuclear discourse has 

historically been centered in identity-based narratives of independence, justice, and resistance, 

which constrained debate within a peaceful-development framework. Second, theoretical 

accounts of hedging and nuclear diversion demonstrate that Iran’s leadership possesses doctrinal 

flexibility, allowing ideological boundaries to be reinterpreted under conditions of threat. Third, 

recent scholarship suggests that external shocks, such as sabotage and direct military 

confrontation, are increasingly associated with rhetorical shifts toward nuclear deterrence and 

growing public support for such arguments. 

Despite these advances, existing studies largely examine individual dimensions of this process, 

including identity narratives, strategic hedging, media framing, or public opinion, in isolation. 

Few systematically trace how repeated counterproliferation shocks reshape discourse on the 

nuclear program over time or compare how reformist and conservative media navigate 

expanding boundaries of acceptable nuclear debate. By analyzing Persian-language newspapers 

at both ends of the political spectrum across multiple crises, this project addresses this gap and 

demonstrates that cumulative external pressure incrementally broadens the political and 

rhetorical space in which nuclear deterrence arguments become normalized. 

This study contributes to the discourse by examining how counterproliferation efforts, including 

the assassination of Mohsen Fakhrizadeh (2020), the Natanz nuclear facility blackout (2021), and 

the U.S. strike on Fordow (2025), have influenced Iranian public political discourse during 

moments of acute security crisis. The significance of this inquiry lies in its ability to bridge 

several literatures that are typically treated in isolation. Existing scholarship has demonstrated 
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that Iranian nuclear discourse is grounded in identity-based narratives of sovereignty and 

resistance, that the regime maintains flexibility through hedging strategies, and that external 

pressure can strengthen domestic cohesion. Yet these strands have rarely been integrated to 

examine how repeated counterproliferation shocks reshape the boundaries of permissible debate 

across competing ideological camps. By tracing discourse across multiple crises, this study shifts 

attention from static descriptions of Iranian strategic culture to a dynamic understanding of how 

threat environments transform political rhetoric over time. 

The project proceeds from the hypothesis that external attacks heighten the nuclear program’s 

symbolic value as a marker of sovereignty and resistance, reinforcing conservative narratives of 

defiance, while reformist voices recast the same crises as evidence of isolation’s costs and the 

need for diplomacy. By comparatively analyzing discourse from both conservative and reformist 

newspapers and incorporating contributions from journalists, analysts, and academics, the study 

captures a broader civil society conversation that both reflects and shapes elite decision-making. 

This comparative design is significant because much of the existing literature focuses either on 

conservative rhetoric or on official state discourse, rather than examining how competing 

factions simultaneously reinterpret the same security shocks. 

Empirically, the project contributes by documenting how evolving threat perceptions since 2020 

have normalized deterrence-oriented language and tested the ideological limits of the Islamic 

Republic. Rather than producing convergence, repeated counterproliferation pressures expand 

the spectrum of acceptable nuclear debate, allowing both factions to shift, albeit through different 

justificatory logics, toward stronger deterrence narratives. This finding challenges assumptions 

that coercive pressure necessarily constrains proliferation discourse; instead, it suggests that 
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external attacks can elevate the nuclear program’s symbolic value and encourage rhetorical 

movement toward weaponization. 

More broadly, the study contributes to debates on legitimacy and deterrence under pressure by 

demonstrating how external coercion can recalibrate domestic discourse within a revolutionary 

state. It highlights the interactive relationship between foreign policy shocks and internal 

political contestation, showing that nuclear discourse is not fixed but evolves as actors reinterpret 

ideological commitments in light of perceived existential threats. In doing so, the project offers 

insights relevant beyond Iran, suggesting that counterproliferation measures may unintentionally 

reshape domestic political narratives in ways that expand, rather than restrict, the boundaries of 

nuclear policy debate. 

Methodology 
This project employs a comparative discourse analysis of Iranian media to examine how 

counterproliferation measures influence nuclear discourse within the Islamic Republic’s public 

political sphere. By analyzing both conservative and reformist outlets before and after major 

security shocks, the study traces how each faction reframes concepts of deterrence, legitimacy, 

and expediency under conditions of external threat. Rather than measuring public opinion 

directly, the analysis focuses on public political discourse produced by journalists, academics, 

and policy commentators who function as influential civil society actors. Such discourse operates 

in an intermediary space between elite decision-making and broader societal attitudes, shaping 

the range of arguments available to policymakers and the public. As noted in expert interviews, 

media discourse in Iran constitutes a “public conversation” that, while distinct from mass 

opinion, plays a meaningful role in shaping both elite decision-making and broader societal 

attitudes.14 

14 Asadzade, virtual interview with author. 
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Three major events anchor the analysis: the assassination of nuclear scientist Mohsen 

Fakhrizadeh on November 27, 2020; the April 11, 2021 sabotage and blackout at the Natanz 

enrichment facility, which prompted Iran to increase enrichment levels from 20% to 60%; and 

the June 22, 2025 U.S. attack on the Fordow complex, codenamed Operation Midnight Hammer. 

Together, these cases represent an escalation from covert sabotage to overt military 

confrontation, allowing for systematic comparison across varying levels of pressure. For each 

case, the study analyzes Persian-language media published during three- to four-week windows 

before and after each event. The primary sample includes over 55 articles and op-eds drawn from 

outlets representing voices across both sides of the ideological spectrum. 

Conservative coverage is drawn from Resalat, which articulates Principlist and “resistance” 

narratives aligned with anti-JCPOA factions. Founded in the mid-1980s, the daily newspaper is 

linked to conservative political networks such as the Islamic Coalition Party and broadly 

supports the ideological foundations of the Islamic Republic. As a result, within Iran’s media 

landscape it functions as a voice within pro-establishment conservative discourse, reinforcing 

ideological continuity with the revolutionary system. Reformist and liberal commentary is 

sourced from Shargh, a widely read reformist-leaning daily newspaper founded in 2003 during 

the post-Khatami reform era. It is associated with intellectuals, journalists, and political figures 

sympathetic to reformist or moderate currents within the Islamic Republic, and it often publishes 

commentary advocating greater political openness, social reforms, and diplomatic engagement 

with the international community.15 This chronological cross-factional comparison offers a novel 

contribution to the literature, as previous studies primarily focus on either conservative or 

15 Shargh has faced periodic bans and political pressure from authorities, reflecting its position as one of the remaining platforms 
for reformist perspectives in the Iranian press. Within Iran’s public discourse, it therefore represents a reformist or moderate pole 
of debate, frequently offering critiques of hardline policy positions while operating within the broader boundaries of the Islamic 
Republic’s political system. 
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reformist discourse in isolation. The analysis identifies shifts in framing, tone, and moral 

justification across time and faction, tracing how each side redefines the nuclear program’s 

legitimacy in the wake of attacks or escalation. 

This study faces several limitations. First, media discourse does not directly measure public 

opinion, particularly in a political environment where censorship and self-censorship shape 

published content. To mitigate this limitation, the analysis focuses on influential civil society 

contributors whose arguments circulate within elite policy debates and broader public 

conversation. Second, the sample size is relatively small and limited to two newspapers, which 

may not capture the full diversity of Iranian media discourse. This constraint is addressed by 

selecting outlets that represent distinct ideological poles and by analyzing multiple cases over 

time to identify consistent patterns rather than isolated statements. Third, print media operate 

within state-defined boundaries, meaning that certain positions, particularly explicit advocacy of 

nuclear weaponization, may be underrepresented. Rather than treating this as a weakness, the 

study incorporates this constraint into its analytical framework, examining how the boundaries of 

permissible debate expand over time. Finally, the focus on Persian-language newspapers 

excludes social media discourse, which may feature more radical or unfiltered views. However, 

prioritizing print media allows for systematic comparison across factions and emphasizes 

arguments most likely to influence policymakers and elite debate. 

Case I: Nuclear Scientist Assassination  
Since the early 2000s, scientist assassination has been employed as a recurring tactic to hinder 

Iran’s nuclear program. Couched in a larger narrative of nuclear sacrality, in which the program 

is promulgated as a form of national and religious resistance, discourse across civilian and elite 

arenas call each assassinated physicist a martyr (shaheed) that died in service of their country’s 
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defense.16 In conflating nuclear science with national security, these narratives both justify the 

high civilian cost of Iran’s domestic enrichment of uranium under a promise of heaven in the 

hereafter and entrench this course of events by valorizing nuclear martyrdom.17 

Regarded as a “father” of Iran’s nuclear program, Mohsen Fakhrizadeh was killed in a 

sophisticated, remote-controlled ambush on November 27th, 2020.18 Blaming Israel for the attack, 

the Iranian government vowed to avenge Fakhrizadeh, whose funeral was held at Iran’s defense 

ministry headquarters.19 With the Fakhrizadeh episode appearing as a dramatic case of a civilian 

killing on the streets of the capital, analysis of discourse before and after the incident reveals not 

only an intensification of internal arguments regarding diplomacy, sovereignty, and nuclear 

negotiations, but also an early reconfiguration of their underlying logic, as debates begin to shift 

toward the limits of diplomacy and the growing necessity of deterrence in the face of sustained 

external violence. 

In the weeks prior to the assassination, discourse in Shargh framed the nuclear file primarily 

through economic pragmatism and diplomatic reentry. Contributors candidly diagnosed Iran’s 

deepening financial crisis under sanctions, describing bankruptcy and poverty as sources of 

“great suffering and bitterness,” warning that rigid foreign policy postures were economically 

unsustainable.20 Editorials emphasized the need for strategic flexibility in international 

engagement to alleviate domestic pressures and avoid “fruitless and costly viewpoints.”21 

Technocrat and former Central Bank governor Mohammad Hossein Adeli characterized 

21 Ibid. 

20 Farhad Tavanania, "Manteq-e Zistan dar Jahān-e Chandqotbī" [The Logic of Living in a Multipolar World], Shargh, 20 Aban 
1399 [November 10, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-823362. 

19 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/11/30/iran-buries-assassinated-scientist-amid-promises-of-retaliation 

18 “Mohsen Fakhrizadeh: Iran Scientist ‘Killed by Remote-Controlled Weapon,’” BBC News, November 30, 2020, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-55128970. 

17 Ibid. 

16 Richard Stone, "Exclusive: Iran's Atomic Czar Explains How He Helped Seal the Iran Nuclear Agreement," Science, August 
12, 2015, 
https://www.science.org/content/article/exclusive-iran-s-atomic-czar-explains-how-he-helped-seal-iran-nuclear-agreement. 
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adaptability as a tool of state survival, arguing that indifference to shifting domestic and 

international conditions could threaten the system itself,22 speaking to a dire need for expediency 

in maintaining national stability. He described the JCPOA as “one of the golden pages” of 

Iranian foreign policy and presented diplomacy, particularly in anticipation of the incoming 

Biden administration, as an opportunity for de-escalation.23 Across multiple pieces, Shargh 

expressed cautious optimism about a potential revival of negotiations and urged Tehran to 

“demand a return to the JCPOA,”24 framing re-engagement as a means to mitigate economic 

distress and restore regional standing.25 In this baseline, the nuclear program was framed as vital 

leverage or means to an end for reintegration into the global economy for economic relief.​  

In contrast, pre-assassination discourse in Resalat centered on sovereignty, self-reliance, and 

skepticism toward Western engagement. Editorials dismissed expectations of diplomatic relief 

under a Biden presidency as foolish, arguing that “the yellow dog is the jackal’s brother,”26 with 

both American parties portrayed as fundamentally committed to undermining the Islamic 

Republic.27 Accordingly, expectations of diplomatic relief under a Biden presidency were framed 

as naïve and historically amnesic. 28 Nuclear energy was described as a “definitive need” for 

Iran’s future, particularly for electricity generation, and the lifting of the arms embargo (via the 

expiration of a 13-year ban under the United Nations Security Council) was celebrated as 

28 Saeed Amini, "Za‘f-e Hāfezeh-ye Tārīkhī-ye Eslāh-talabān" [The Historical Amnesia of Reformists], Resālat, 26 Aban 1399 
[November 16, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=33456. 

27 Sag-e Zard Barādar-e Shoghāl Ast" [The Yellow Dog Is the Jackal’s Brother], Resālat, 21 Bahman 1398 [February 10, 2020], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=16903. 

26 The Persian idiom sag-e zard barādar-e shoghāl ast ( است شغال برادر زرد سگ ), literally “the yellow dog is the jackal’s brother,” is 
used to dismiss distinctions between two actors as superficial, emphasizing their shared negative qualities. In this context, it 
reinforces a broader narrative of structural Western hostility toward Iran across American political parties. 

25 Fereydoun Majlesi et al., "Payām be Sāken-e Jadīd-e Kākh-e Sefīd" [A Message to the New Resident of the White House], 
Shargh, 22 Aban 1399 [November 12, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-823461. 

24 Zeinab Esmaeili Siviri, "Bāzgasht be Barjām rā Motālebeh Konīd" [Demand a Return to the JCPOA], Shargh, 20 Aban 1399 
[November 10, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-823360. 

23 Ibid. 

22 Zeinab Esmaeili Siviri, "Bāyden Forsat-e Monāsebī barā-ye Īrān Ast" [Biden Is a Suitable Opportunity for Iran], Shargh, 16 
Mehr 1399 [October 7, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-821904. 
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evidence of growing regional authority.29 In this context, sanctions were depicted as failed 

attempts to hinder Iran’s defense and nuclear advancement.  

Reports highlighting missile exercises, indigenous weapons production, and enrichment 

continuity reinforced the idea that technological progress persisted despite pressure.30 Iranian 

military capability was framed as the foundation of diplomatic leverage, while reliance on the 

JCPOA, instead of investment into engagements with regional actors, was criticized as 

strategically narrow and economically costly.31 In this light, economic distress was attributed 

more to domestic mismanagement than to sanctions alone.32 Although occasional reporting 

acknowledged technical engagement with the IAEA, editorials frequently questioned the 

agency’s neutrality, speaking out against intrusive inspections as affronts to Iranian independence 

and portraying Director General Rafael Grossi as a “puppet” aligned with U.S. and Israeli 

interests.33 Overall, Resalat positioned further scientific progress in the nuclear domain, the 

development of ties with neighboring powers such as Russia, China, and India,34 and a 

“resistance economy” as the appropriate response to sustained external hostility, emphasizing 

ideological vigilance and cultural consolidation,35 alongside military strength.36 

Taken together, these pre-assassination narratives reveal clearly bounded but divergent baselines. 

Shargh treated the nuclear program as an instrument for diplomatic reintegration and economic 

36 Mohammad Nazemi Ardakani, "Dars-hā-ye Tahrīm-e Taslīhātī" [Lessons of the Arms Embargo], Resālat, 30 Mehr 1399 
[October 21, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=31857. 

35 Masoumeh Poursadeghi, "Negāhī-ye Now be Mo’allafeh-hā-ye Qodrat" [A New Look at the Components of Power], Resālat, 
23 Mehr 1399 [October 14, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=31435. 

34 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, "Lāt-bāzī-hā-ye Trump rā Pāsokh Dahīm" [Let Us Respond to Trump’s Bullying], Resālat, 21 
Mehr 1399 [October 12, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=31335. 

33 Mohammad Mehrali, "Cherā Nabāyad be Āzhāns Etemād Konīm?" [Why Should We Not Trust the Agency?], Resālat, 11 
Shahrivar 1399 [September 1, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=28326. 

32 Amini, "Za‘f-e Hāfezeh-ye Tārīkhī-ye Eslāh-talabān." 

31 Saeed Amini, "Haft Sāl Khesārat dar Siyāsat-e Khāreji" [Seven Years of Loss in Foreign Policy], Resālat, 29 Mehr 1399 
[October 20, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=31852. 

30 Vahid Azimnia, "Eqtedār-e Īrān Zir-e Chatr-e Velāyat" [Iran’s Authority under the Umbrella of Velayat], Resālat, 30 Mehr 1399 
[October 21, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=31950. 

29 Vahid Azimnia, "Sāyeh-rowshan-hā-ye Komīsīon-e Enerjī" [The Energy Commission’s Shadows], Resālat, 2 Shahrivar 1399 
[August 23, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=27766. 
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stabilization, whereas Resalat framed it as a pillar of sovereignty and deterrence. These 

contrasting orientations structured how each outlet would interpret the assassination and shaped 

the direction of subsequent discursive shifts. 

Post-Assassination Discursive Shift 

In the month following Mohsen Fakhrizadeh’s assassination, Shargh paired moral condemnation 

with a disciplined emphasis on restraint. The killing was framed as a “heinous crime” and 

Fakhrizadeh as a “nuclear and defense scientist” and “hero of progress,”37 while European 

condemnations of terrorism were amplified to underscore illegitimacy and international 

sympathy.38 Shargh’s contributors repeatedly argued that assassinations could not meaningfully 

disrupt Iran’s nuclear program, portraying the attack as political provocation designed to derail 

diplomacy.39 Referencing earlier analytical treatments (including a republished Bulletin of the 

Atomic Scientists piece), the paper stressed that nuclear programs are institutional projects that 

cannot be halted by eliminating a  single figure. 40 This interpretive frame served a central policy 

message: do not react in ways that “tie Biden’s hands” or generate a new international consensus 

against Iran just as a JCPOA revival becomes plausible.41  

Editorials warned that Israeli actors sought to “trap” Tehran into escalation, via military 

retaliation or abrupt steps toward existing JCPOA-related commitments, that would spoil 

diplomacy and foreclose sanctions relief.42 Shargh was also highly critical of the Iranian 

42 Zeinab Esmaeili Siviri, "Dar Zamīnī ke Tel-Aviv Chīde Bāzī Nakonīm" [Do Not Play on the Field Set by Tel Aviv], Shargh, 9 
Azar 1399 [November 29, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-274351. 

41 Kourosh Ahmadi, "Dast-e Bāyden rā Nabandīm" [Do Not Tie Biden’s Hands], Shargh, 24 Azar 1399 [December 14, 2020], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-275169. 

40 Ahmad Shirzad, "Terorist-hā be Donbāl-e Ahdāf-e Tablīghātī Hastand" [Terrorists Seek Propaganda Goals], Shargh, 8 Azar 
1399 [November 28, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-513670. 

39 Amir Pasandepour, "Mīn-gozārī-ye Zamīn-e Dīplomāsi" [Mining the Field of Diplomacy], Shargh, 13 Azar 1399 [December 3, 
2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-824602. 

38 "Ba Terror Nemitavān Māne‘-e Haste’ī Shodan-e Īrān Shod" [Assassination Cannot Prevent Iran from Becoming Nuclear], 
Shargh, 12 Azar 1399 [December 2, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-274526. 

37 "Vākanesh-hā be Terror-e Dāneshmand-e Haste’ī" [Reactions to the Assassination of the Nuclear Scientist], Shargh, 9 Azar 
1399 [November 29, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-274331. 
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Parliament’s "Strategic Action" resolution to increase enrichment and suspend certain NPT 

obligations,43 calling it a "hasty," "unprofessional," and "self-harming" move that would "mine" 

Iran's own diplomatic field.44 Thus, against street calls for confrontation and fundamentalist 

parliamentary pressure for “decisive” nuclear moves,45 Shargh foregrounded long-term national 

interest by emphasizing the need to preserve diplomatic space, avoid self-sabotaging withdrawals 

from monitoring, and treat de-escalation as strategic strength rather than weakness.  

On the other side of the political spectrum, the aftermath of Fakhrizadeh’s assassination sees 

Resalat’s nuclear discourse harden from self-reliant skepticism toward explicit deterrent 

escalation. The killing was framed not merely as terrorism but as an attack on Iran’s scientific 

sovereignty and nuclear advancement.46 Contributors argued that the assassination confirmed the 

futility of trust-based negotiations and demonstrated that the JCPOA, and a diplomacy-first 

approach towards the West more broadly, had failed to protect Iran’s strategic assets.47 In this 

context, nuclear policy was recast as a domain requiring pressure, not compromise, asserting that 

interactions with the West should operate “within a context of deterrence,” not diplomacy.48 49 

Quoting Fakhrizadeh’s widow, Resalat demanded that Tehran “not let the martyr’s blood be 

trampled,”50 sending a clear message of strength to the perpetrators wishing to weaken Iran. In 

this line, the parliamentary “Strategic Action” law mandating expanded enrichment and reduced 

50 “Hamsar-e shahīd Fakhrīzādeh: Nagzārīd khūn-e shahīd pāymāl shavad” [Martyr Fakhrizadeh’s Wife: Do Not Let the Martyr’s 
Blood Be Wasted], Resalat, 8 Azar 1399 [November 28, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=34388. 

49 "Hamsar-e Shahīd Fakhrīzādeh: Nagzārīd Khūn-e Shahīd Pāymāl Shavad" [Fakhrizadeh’s Wife: Do Not Let the Martyr’s 
Blood Be Trampled], Resālat, 8 Azar 1399 [November 28, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=34388. 

48 Zahrevand, "Shahādat-e Shahīd Fakhrīzādeh.” 

47 Abolfazl Zahrevand, "Shahādat-e Shahīd Fakhrīzādeh Noqteh-ye Pāyānī bar Siyāsat-hā-ye Ghalat-e Gozashteh Ast" [The 
Martyrdom of Martyr Fakhrizadeh Marks an End to the Wrong Policies of the Past], Resālat, 10 Azar 1399 [November 30, 2020], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=34503. 

46 Ahmadreza Hedayati, "Doshman az Pīshraft-e Mā Mitarsad" [The Enemy Fears Our Progress], Resālat, 20 Azar 1399 
[December 10, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=35164. 

45 "Mānoor-e Khiābānī ‘Alayh-e Dowlat barā-ye Khorūj az Barjām" [Street Demonstration Against the Government for 
Withdrawal from the JCPOA], Shargh, 12 Azar 1399 [December 2, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-274537. 

44 Pasandepour, “Mining the Field of Diplomacy.” 

43 "Bahārestān be Donbāl-e Khorūj az Barjām?" [Is Parliament Seeking Withdrawal from the JCPOA?], Shargh, 10 Azar 1399 
[November 30, 2020], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-274407. 
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voluntary cooperation with the IAEA was praised as a necessary instrument to increase nuclear 

leverage, demonstrate Iranian sovereignty, and force the West to “pay a price.”51  

Rather than emphasizing technical compliance or diplomatic signaling, the discourse linked 

nuclear expansion directly to retaliation and long-term security. Fakhrizadeh was eulogized as a 

“hero of progress,” as his “school” of trained scientists symbolized the irreversibility of Iran’s 

nuclear capabilities.52 Nuclear development was thus reiterated as both a strategic shield and 

civilizational mission. Compared to pre-assassination arguments centered on resilience and 

autonomy, post-assassination discourse fused nuclear advancement with explicit coercive 

signaling, portraying escalation, including strikes on “enemy headquarters,”53 as the only 

credible path to safeguarding national dignity and deterring future sabotage.  

Taken together, the assassination functioned as a discursive stress test, amplifying preexisting 

divisions between diplomacy and deterrence without collapsing them. The Natanz sabotage, 

examined in the following case, shifts the locus of attack from individuals to infrastructure, 

testing whether direct disruption of Iran’s nuclear capabilities produces a different pattern of 

discursive recalibration. 

Case II: Sabotaging Infrastructure: Natanz and the Politics of 
Nuclear Vulnerability 
On April 11, 2021, amid negotiations between Tehran and the Biden administration aimed at 

reviving the JCPOA, Iran’s Natanz nuclear enrichment facility experienced a sudden blackout 

that disabled a significant portion of its centrifuge infrastructure. Iranian officials quickly 

characterized the incident as an act of “nuclear terrorism,” widely attributing responsibility to 

53 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, "Siyānat az Hoqūq-e Mellat; Ronamāyī az Kāsebān-e Tahrīm" [Protecting the Rights of the 
Nation; Unveiling the Sanctions Profiteers], Resālat, 15 Azar 1399 [December 5, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=34796. 

52 "Khat-e Sorkh-e Shahādat Roshan Ast" [The Red Line of Martyrdom Is Clear], Resālat, 9 Azar 1399 [November 29, 2020], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=34425. 

51 Mostafa Khoshcheshm, "Mosavvabeh-ye Majles, Poshtībān-e Manāfe‘-e Mellī" [The Parliamentary Resolution Supports 
National Interests], Resālat, 17 Azar 1399 [December 7, 2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=34944. 
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Israel and framing the attack as part of an ongoing effort to sabotage Iran’s scientific progress 

and derail diplomatic engagement. 54 Unlike the assassination of Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, which 

targeted an individual symbol of Iran’s nuclear establishment, the Natanz incident struck directly 

at the physical infrastructure of the nuclear program itself through a non-militarized intervention. 

As a result, the episode provides a distinct type of security shock aimed at technological capacity 

rather than personnel. Examining discourse in the period before and after the sabotage reveals 

how Iranian political media interpreted the attack within competing narratives of deterrence, 

diplomacy, and nuclear sovereignty, and whether material attacks on nuclear infrastructure 

generated different discursive responses than the targeted killing of nuclear scientists.​  

In the months preceding the Natanz sabotage (Esfand 1399–Farvardin 1400), Shargh framed 

Iran’s nuclear program through a cost–benefit lens that emphasized economic recovery and 

diplomatic engagement. Echoing notions seen in the previous case, contributors frequently 

argued that while defending Iran’s nuclear rights remained legitimate, the program had imposed 

“heavy material and moral losses” on the country without producing the transformative 

economic gains once promised.55 Some described this imbalance as a form of “national erosion,” 

reflecting the cumulative burden of sanctions, isolation, and repeated political shocks.56 Within 

this context, nuclear advancement was portrayed less as an end in itself than as a bargaining 

instrument.57 The decision to begin 20 percent enrichment and suspend voluntary implementation 

57 "Zarif Eslāh-talab Nīst, Ū Yek Dīplomāt Ast" [Zarif Is Not a Reformist; He Is a Diplomat], Shargh, 17 Esfand 1399 [March 7, 
2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-279244. 

56 Ibid. 

55 Gholamreza Nazarboland, "Zarurat-e Modīriyat-e Behīneh-ye Parvandeh-ye Haste’ī" [The Necessity of Optimal Management 
of the Nuclear File], Shargh, 11 Esfand 1399 [March 1, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-278992. 

54 Jon Gambrell, “Iran Calls Natanz Atomic Site Blackout ‘Nuclear Terrorism,’” Associated Press, April 11, 2021, 
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-iran-358384f03b1ef6b65f4264bf9a59a458. 
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of the Additional Protocol under the NPT was largely discussed as leverage intended to compel 

sanctions relief and revive negotiations with the United States and Europe.58 

Commentators emphasized that diplomacy remained the primary tool for escaping what they 

described as Iran’s “gray situation,” arguing that Tehran needed to rehabilitate its international 

image and reframe negotiations around the lifting of sanctions and economic recovery.59 Elite 

voices also questioned the strategic assumption that nuclear capability automatically translated 

into greater security, pointing to cases such as Pakistan to illustrate the weak correlation between 

nuclear weapon status and national stability.60 In this discourse, nuclear progress functioned 

primarily as negotiating leverage rather than a symbol of deterrent power. 

In the months preceding the Natanz sabotage, Resalat framed Iran’s nuclear policy as entering a 

decisive phase marked by the end of “strategic patience.”61 Contributors argued that years of 

negotiations and concessions under the JCPOA had produced “almost zero achievement,” while 

sanctions pressures continued unabated. As a result, the suspension of the Additional Protocol 

and the implementation of the parliament’s “Strategic Action” law were celebrated as a historic 

opportunity to restore Iran’s nuclear leverage and strengthen national power,62 as well as signal to 

its “seriousness” or resolve.63  

Within this discourse, reducing cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency and 

expanding enrichment capabilities were portrayed as legitimate responses to Western 

63 Seyed Mohammad Marandi, "Khorūj az Protokol-e Elhāqī Mowze‘-e Jeddī-ye Īrān Ast" [Withdrawal from the Additional 
Protocol Is Iran’s Serious Position], Resalat, 2 Esfand 1399 [February 20, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=39271. 

62 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, "Feshārhā-ye Shartī-ye Doshman!" [Conditional Pressures of the Enemy!], Resalat, 9 Esfand 
1399 [February 27, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=39731. 

61 Masoumeh Poorsadeghi, "Pāyān-e Sabr-e Rāhbordī-ye Īrān" [The End of Iran’s Strategic Patience], Resalat, 6 Esfand 1399 
[February 24, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=39559. 

60 Ibid. 
59 Nazarboland, "The Necessity of Optimal Management of the Nuclear File. 

58 "226 Namāyandeh-ye Majles Khāstār-e Khorūj-e Īrān az Protokol-e Elhāqī Shodand: Oltimātom be Kākh-e Sefīd yā Pāstūr?" 
[226 Members of Parliament Call for Iran’s Withdrawal from the Additional Protocol: Ultimatum to the White House or 
Pastour?], Shargh, 4 Esfand 1399 [February 22, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-278712.  
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noncompliance rather than escalatory actions.64 Analysts repeatedly argued that the United States 

and Europe had no genuine intention of fulfilling their commitments and were instead pursuing 

“conditional pressures” designed to keep Iran diplomatically constrained while maintaining 

sanctions.65 In this context, the principle of “action against action” became central to Resalat’s 

framing of nuclear policy.66 While reaffirming the Islamic Republic’s stated rejection of nuclear 

weapons on religious grounds, the publication emphasized that Iran must pursue nuclear 

capabilities commensurate with its technological and strategic needs.67 Nuclear advancement was 

therefore restated as both a scientific necessity as well as a critical component of national 

sovereignty and resistance to Western coercion. 

Post-Sabotage Discursive Shift: Restraint versus Deterrent Escalation  
Following the April 2021 sabotage at the Natanz enrichment facility, Shargh reframed the 

nuclear issue through two intertwined lenses: internal security accountability and the 

preservation of diplomacy. While the attack was widely attributed to Israel and described as part 

of a broader campaign against Iran’s scientific progress, contributors emphasized that the 

incident also exposed serious vulnerabilities within Iran’s security and intelligence apparatus. 

Commentators questioned how a strategic nuclear facility could be infiltrated, arguing that 

officials responsible for protecting critical infrastructure must be held accountable.68At once, the 

paper warned against reactions that could impede the ongoing Vienna negotiations to revive the 

JCPOA.69 Many articles framed the sabotage as a deliberate attempt by Israel and other 

69 Qasem Mohebali, "Niyāz-e Esrā’īl be Bohrān dar Dīplomāsi-ye Īrān" [Israel’s Need for Crisis in Iran’s Diplomacy], Shargh, 26 
Farvardin 1400 [April 15, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-830769. 

68 "Talāsh-e Bahārestānīhā barā-ye Raf‘-e Hofreh-hā-ye Amniyatī" [Parliamentarians’ Efforts to Close Security Loopholes], 
Shargh, 5 Ordibehesht 1400 [April 25, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-281293. 

67 "Lozūm-e Behruzresānī-ye Narm-Afzār-e Nezām-e Eslāmī" [The Need to Update the Islamic System’s Software], Resalat, 4 
Esfand 1399 [February 22, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=39484. 

66 Poorsadeghi, “The End of Iran’s Strategic Patience.” 
65 Anbarloui, "Conditional Pressures of the Enemy!” 

64 Ali Alizadeh, "Haqq-e Īrān Ast be Ejrā-ye Yek-Tarafeh-ye Ta‘ahhodāt Khātemeh Dahad" [Iran Has the Right to End Unilateral 
Commitments], Resalat, 3 Esfand 1399 [February 21, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=39353. 
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opponents of the agreement to provoke escalation and collapse the diplomatic process.70 In sharp 

contrast to fundamentalist media like Kayhan, which branded the continued pursuit of diplomacy 

a “mission of Israeli capital in Iran,” Shargh argued that abandoning the negotiations would 

satisfy Israel’s ultimate strategic objective: forcing a collapse of the JCPOA to trigger a renewed 

global consensus against Tehran.71 

In this context, Shargh comments that nuclear escalation in response to the attack, such as the 

announcement of 60 percent enrichment and the installation of additional advanced centrifuges,72 

has followed heightened opposition to diplomacy, ironically referring to the incident as 

“Vienna’s gift to Natanz.”73 Shargh also emphasized the role of domestic political infighting in 

weakening the country’s strategic coherence, comparing factional disputes to an “autoimmune 

disease” that has left Iran vulnerable to external attacks.74 Ultimately, the publication maintained 

that resolving the nuclear dispute through diplomacy remained essential for addressing Iran’s 

economic crisis and restoring international engagement,75 citing a report by the Iranian Chamber 

of Commerce on how the failure of nuclear negotiations, joined by the application of previous 

and new sanctions, present the most important threats for the country.76 

76 "Agar Tahrīm-hā Laghv Shavad, Eghtesād-e Īrān be Kojā Mīresad?" [If Sanctions Are Lifted, Where Will Iran’s Economy 
Go?], Shargh, 26 Farvardin 1400 [April 15, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-830737. 

75 It should also be noted that the outlet also highlighted a report by Noor News, a news site close to the secretary of Iran’s 
Supreme National Security Council, which stated that if the red lines of the Islamic Republic, including the security, interests, 
and peace of the Iranian people, are crossed, “the strategy for confronting and dealing with the new situation must definitely be 
fundamentally revised.” In quoting a conservative publication potentially implying a need to harden Iran’s security doctrine and 
nuclear posture, Shargh may have been signaling both the gravity of the security breach and the limits of restraint as a sustainable 
strategy under escalating pressure. While the paper consistently foregrounded the importance of preserving diplomatic space, the 
inclusion of this warning suggests an acknowledgment that continued external attacks could narrow the viability of a 
diplomacy-first approach. See: “Parliamentarians’ Efforts to Close Security Loopholes.” 

74 Isa Mansouri, "Ebtelā-ye Mā be Bīmārī-ye Khod-īmni" [Our Affliction with an Autoimmune Disease], Shargh, 30 Farvardin 
1400 [April 19, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-280992. 

73 Shargh,"The Nuclear Dispute.” 

72 "Arāqchī az Āghāz-e Ghanī-sāzī-ye 60 Darsadī dar Īrān Khabar Dād" [Araghchi Announces the Start of 60 Percent Enrichment 
in Iran], Shargh, 25 Farvardin 1400 [April 14, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-280700. 

71 "Jadal-e Haste’ī" [The Nuclear Dispute], Shargh, 28 Farvardin 1400 [April 17, 2021], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-280882. 

70 Kourosh Ahmadi, "Esrā’īl Donbāl-e Shekast-e Mozākerāt Ast" [Israel Is Seeking the Failure of the Negotiations], Shargh, 24 
Farvardin 1400 [April 13, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-830641. 
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Following the sabotage at the Natanz enrichment facility in April 2021, Resalat frames the 

incident as further confirmation that restraint and negotiation had failed to deter external attacks 

on Iran’s nuclear program. Contributors argued that the blackout demonstrated the dangers of 

relying on diplomacy with the West, warning that negotiations could erode Iran’s “national 

capacities” and strategic independence.77 Furthermore, some authors argued that Tehran would 

do well to focus on its domestic capabilities by rectifying internal mismanagement rather than 

devoting all of its attention to negotiations.78 Within this framework, the attack was presented not 

only as a security breach but also as evidence that Iran’s adversaries sought to weaken its 

negotiating position in the ongoing Vienna talks. The dominant response advocated by the 

publication centered on technological escalation and deterrence.79  

The announcement of 60 percent uranium enrichment and the installation of additional 

centrifuges were celebrated as a decisive response and described as the “harshest revenge” for 

sabotage, with one elite contributor blaming the weak response the Fakhrizadeh assassination as 

the cause of the Natanz sabotage.80 Resalat contributors framed this move within a broader 

strategy of “pressure against pressure,” arguing that increasing nuclear capability was 

“predictable,”81 and would guarantee national interests while preventing adversaries from 

exploiting Iran’s restraint.82At the same time, while Resalat repeated Iran’s emphasis on 

non-weaponization along religious grounds,  it posited that the nation’s engagement of the 

82 Masoumeh Poorsadeghi, "Na; Tanz Nist!" [No; It Is Not a Joke!], Resalat, 24 Farvardin 1400 [April 13, 2021], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=41699. 

81 Amir-Ali Abolfath, "Īrān, Āghāzgar-e Estrātezhī-ye Feshār dar Barābar-e Feshār" [Iran Initiates a Pressure-for-Pressure 
Strategy], Resalat, 26 Farvardin 1400 [April 15, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=41857. 

80 Alireza Salimi, "Ghanisāzī-ye 60 Darsad Avalīn Gām-e Īrān Būd" [60% Enrichment Was Iran’s First Step], Resalat, 28 
Farvardin 1400 [April 17, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=41917. 

79 According to reports, Zarif had mentioned that Iran’s escalation to 60% enrichment was meant to “poke [the 
United States} in the eye.” 

78 Haniyeh Masjoudi, "Kelīd-e Kāramadī dar Dowrān-e Pasātahrīm" [The Key to Efficiency in the Post-Sanctions Era], Resalat, 1 
Ordibehesht 1400 [April 21, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=42167. 

77 Abolfazl Zohrevand, "Farjām-e Mozākereh bā Āmrikā az Dast Dādan-e Zarfiat-hā-ye Mellī Ast" [Negotiating with the U.S. 
Means Losing National Capacities], Resalat, 24 Farvardin 1400 [April 13, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=41713. 
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medical and peaceful uses of uranium enriched to 60 percent “do not contradict humanitarian 

goals.”83 In this discourse, the Natanz attack reinforced the argument that nuclear advancement, 

rather than diplomatic compromise, was the most effective path for safeguarding Iran’s 

sovereignty, security, and national interests. 

Thus, the Natanz sabotage reinforced rather than resolved competing narratives of diplomacy 

and deterrence, demonstrating that even direct attacks on nuclear infrastructure do not produce 

discursive convergence. Operation Midnight Hammer escalates this dynamic further, introducing 

overt military force and war conditions to assess how Iranian discourse adapts under direct 

interstate confrontation. 

Case III: Military Strikes: Operation Midnight Hammer and 
Nuclear Discourse in Conflict Conditions 
The third case examined in this discourse analysis centers on Operation Midnight Hammer, a 

pivotal escalation in the long-running confrontation surrounding Iran’s nuclear program. In a 

coordinated operation beginning on June 22, 2025, U.S. and Israeli forces conducted strikes on 

the nuclear facilities at Fordow, Natanz, and Isfahan, marking the first direct military 

interventions against Iran’s nuclear infrastructure since the program became an international 

crisis. Unlike earlier episodes of covert sabotage or targeted assassinations, the scale and 

visibility of these strikes signaled a transition from indirect pressure to overt military 

confrontation. As a result, the Iranian domestic discourse surrounding the nuclear program 

shifted dramatically: debates that had previously revolved around negotiation tactics, sanctions 

relief, and diplomatic “red lines” now unfolded within the language of war conditions, 

retaliation, and strategic survival. This case therefore provides a critical opportunity to examine 

83 Karimi Firoozjaei, "Ghanisāzī-ye 60 Darsadī Tahrīm-hā rā Pāyān Midahad" [60% Enrichment Will End Sanctions], Resalat, 26 
Farvardin 1400 [April 15, 2021], https://resalat-news.com/?p=41855. 
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how Iranian political media reinterpret nuclear policy in the immediate aftermath of a major 

military shock. 

Before Operation Midnight Hammer, Shargh’s discourse framed the nuclear issue less as a 

question of maximal technological escalation than as one of strategic management in service of 

economic recovery and diplomatic preservation. Across its June 2025 coverage, the paper 

advanced what can be described as an “economy first” doctrine: Iran, in this telling, had already 

achieved the core scientific and technical gains it sought in the nuclear field, and the more urgent 

priority was now to convert those gains into political leverage while avoiding policies that would 

deepen isolation or foreclose development. Senior Politician Hossein Marashi expressed this 

logic most clearly, arguing that Iran’s priority was no longer nuclear advancement for its own 

sake but economic integration and participation in an emerging regional order.84  

Simultaneously, Shargh strongly defended enrichment as a nonnegotiable sovereign right while 

distinguishing it from weaponization. This distinction was captured in Foreign Minister Abbas 

Araqchi’s formula that “zero nuclear weapons” could allow an agreement, but “zero enrichment” 

meant no agreement.85 In this framework, enrichment remained a consistent legal and strategic 

baseline, not a pathway to a bomb. Related commentary emphasized that Iran had the “ability but 

not the will” to pursue nuclear weapons and insisted that its program remained peaceful and 

NPT-bound.86 

Another thread in Shargh’s pre-strike discourse was narrative moderation. One publication 

warned that withdrawal from the NPT would be a highly sensitive and costly step likely to 

86 Abbas Araghchi, "Īrān Hichgāh be Donbāl-e Sākhte Selāh-e Haste’ī Nabūdeh Ast" [Iran Has Never Sought Nuclear Weapons], 
Shargh, 1 Khordad 1404 [May 22, 2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1011785. 

85 "Na Aghabneshinī, Na Tavafog" [Neither Retreat nor Agreement], Shargh, 3 Khordad 1404 [May 24, 2025], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1012212. 

84 Ahmad Gholami, interview with Hossein Marashi, "Īrān Niyāz be Taghyīr-e Rāhbord Dārad" [Iran Needs Strategic Change], 
Shargh, 11 Khordad 1404 [June 1, 2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1015909. 
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produce global consensus against Iran.87 It also urged a rebranding of the nuclear file from a 

security-centered discourse to a life-centered one, foregrounding medicine, agriculture, and 

development through slogans such as “Atom for Health, Iran for Life, or Knowledge for 

Peace.”88 In short, Shargh sought to preserve Iran’s nuclear rights while embedding them in a 

broader language of pragmatism, restraint, and economic statecraft within this episode, 

expressing a need for Iran to“take back the narrative.”  

Before Operation Midnight Hammer, Resalat framed the nuclear issue through a discourse of 

national independence, resistance, and popular defiance toward Western pressure. Unlike 

reformist outlets that emphasized economic pragmatism or diplomatic moderation, Resalat 

portrayed the nuclear program as a central symbol of sovereignty and technological self-reliance 

rooted in the ideological principles articulated by the Supreme Leader. Editorials frequently 

invoked Ayatollah Khamenei’s framework of national independence, which emphasized the 

principles of “we can,” resistance to domination by global powers, strengthening defensive 

capabilities, public awareness, and perseverance in protecting Iran’s autonomy.89 Within this 

narrative, the nuclear program was presented as a pillar of national production and progress that 

Western powers sought to block in order to keep Iran dependent.  

A second dominant theme in Resalat’s coverage was the insistence that uranium enrichment 

constituted a nonnegotiable red line. Commentaries rejected American demands for “zero 

enrichment,” portraying them as a tactical maneuver designed to delay negotiations while forcing 

Iran to abandon its technological gains.90 In this discourse, diplomacy was, once again, treated 

90 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, "Yāvehgūyī Mamnoo‘!" [Nonsense Forbidden!], Resalat, 31 Ordibehesht 1404 [May 21, 2025], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=112968. 

89 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, "Esteqlāl-e Mellī" [National Independence], Resalat, 17 Khordad 1404 [June 7, 2025], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=113452. 

88 Mostafa Mohammadi-Raouf, "Cherā Revāyat-e Īrān-e Haste’ī Bāyad Bāzāfarīnī Shavad?" [Why Iran’s Nuclear Narrative Must 
Be Reconstructed], Shargh, 2025, https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1014844. 

87 "Mo‘ammā-ye Īrān va NPT" [The Puzzle of Iran and the NPT], Shargh, 26 Khordad 1404 [June 16, 2025], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1022025. 
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with deep skepticism: negotiations were acceptable only insofar as they respected Iran’s 

established principles, but any attempt to condition sanctions relief on halting enrichment was 

framed as a deceptive strategy to undermine Iranian independence. Statements by Iranian 

officials emphasizing that the public would never accept the cessation of enrichment were 

highlighted as evidence of a unified national position.91  

Furthermore, Resalat frequently invoked public opinion and national sentiment to legitimize a 

confrontational posture. Polls cited by the paper claimed that more than 70 percent of Iranians 

would support withdrawing from the Non-Proliferation Treaty if threats continued, while over 

three-quarters favored a swift and decisive response to aggression.92 By foregrounding these 

figures, the publication constructed a narrative in which the nuclear program was not merely a 

government policy but a collective national demand for dignity, deterrence, and independence in 

the face of external pressure. 

Post-Stike Discourse: Crisis Management, Strategic Restraint, and the Survival of 

Diplomacy​  

After the beginning of Operation Midnight Hammer, Shargh’s discourse shifted from the 

pre-crisis emphasis on economic pragmatism toward a framework centered on crisis 

management, strategic restraint, and controlled signaling under conditions of war. While 

acknowledging the unprecedented U.S.–Israeli strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities at Fordow, 

Natanz, and Isfahan, the publication framed the moment not as a justification for nuclear 

escalation but as a test of the credibility of diplomacy in the midst of military confrontation.  

92 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, "Pāsokhī be Yāvehgūyī-ye Trump!" [A Response to Trump’s Nonsense!], Resalat, 10 Khordad 
1404 [May 31, 2025], https://resalat-news.com/?p=113261. 

91 Abbas Araghchi, "Mardom-e Īrān Zir-e Bār-e Tavaghof-e Ghanisāzī Nemiravand" [Iranians Will Not Accept Halting 
Enrichment], Resalat, 10 Khordad 1404 [May 31, 2025], https://resalat-news.com/?p=113271. 
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Commentaries stressed that the central question facing Iranian policymakers was no longer 

simply the technical future of the nuclear program, but whether diplomacy could survive a 

conflict initiated through force. Within this environment, Shargh advocated what several 

commentators described as a form of strategic ambiguity combined with “cold reason,”93 

revealing a notable engagement with emerging debates over nuclear deterrence. In one indicative 

example, the paper published commentary discussing a potential “strategy of nuclear 

ambiguity,”94 strengthen deterrence, and “buy time” for further development without crossing 

explicit red lines.95 While the article acknowledges that such a strategy could pressure 

adversaries into restraint or concessions, it simultaneously warns that reduced transparency and 

limited cooperation with international inspectors may instead heighten the risk of renewed 

military confrontation, describing ambiguity not as a stabilizing solution but as a condition of 

“uncertainty, instability, and the “shadow of military conflict.” 96  

In this line, coverage also highlighted a sentiment by Mohammad Eslami, head of the Atomic 

Energy Organization of Iran, that the attacks demonstrated the collapse of Western deterrence 

narratives and instead exposed what officials described as a global “law of the jungle,” in which 

states without sufficient power could not guarantee their security.97 The inclusion of this debate 

in this forum is significant as a reformist outlet which may have previously censored such 

discussions as crossing permissive lines of nuclear discourse was now engaging it as a plausible 

response to escalating external pressure. This reflects a broader discursive shift in which even 

advocates of diplomacy begin to acknowledge the strategic logic of ambiguity, while continuing 

97 “Eslāmī: Pishraft-e barnāmeh-ye hesteʾī-ye Īrān edāmeh khāhad dāsht” [Eslami: Iran’s Nuclear Program Will Continue to 
Advance], Shargh, 11 Tir 1404 [July 2, 2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1026581. 

96 Ahmadi, “Nuclear Strategic Ambiguity?” 

95 Kourosh Ahmadi, “Ebhām-e rāhbordī-ye hesteʾī?” [Nuclear Strategic Ambiguity?], Shargh, 16 Tir 1404 [July 7, 2025], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1028050. 

94 The author of the article defines the “strategy of nuclear ambiguity” as the deliberate cultivation of uncertainty 
regarding Iran’s nuclear intentions in order to “create doubt in the enemy.” 

93 Abbas Akhoundi, "Sarzamīn-e Īrān va Tajāvoz-e Āmrikā" [Iran’s Land and U.S. Aggression], Shargh, 1 Tir 1404 [June 22, 
2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1023573. 
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to frame it as a dangerous and potentially self-defeating path. At the policy level, Shargh 

interpreted Iran’s suspension of cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency as a 

temporary assertion of sovereignty following military aggression, simultaneously emphasizing 

Iran’s continued commitment to the NPT and rejection of nuclear weapons.98  

Statements by President Masoud Pezeshkian reinforced this framing, insisting that Iran would 

defend itself while continuing to believe in diplomacy and “win-win” negotiations.99 Even Iran’s 

retaliatory missile strike on the U.S. Al-Udeid base in Qatar was portrayed as a limited and 

calibrated response designed to send a geopolitical message rather than trigger a broader war.100 

In another important episode, contributors also criticized inflammatory rhetoric by domestic 

hardliners, particularly referring to the controversy surrounding a social media post by a senior 

adviser to Parliamentary Speaker Mohammad Baqer Ghalibaf depicting a nuclear mushroom 

cloud over Israel.101 Contributors characterized such statements as political recklessness that 

risked strengthening Israeli claims of an Iranian nuclear threat and potentially providing 

justification for further preemptive strikes.102 Along these lines, reformist commentators argued 

that public messaging needed to remain disciplined in order to preserve diplomatic space. 

Following Operation Midnight Hammer, Resalat’s discourse shifted from pre-crisis warnings 

about Western pressure to a narrative of indigenous resilience and retaliatory justice. The 

U.S.–Israeli strikes on Fordow, Natanz, and Isfahan were framed as a failed attempt to rescue 

Israel’s security position and restore American credibility in the region.103 Within this framing, 

103 "Qomār-e Trump barā-ye Nejāt-e Esrā’īl" [Trump’s Gamble to Save Israel], Resalat, 2 Tir 1404 [June 23, 2025], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=113740. 

102 Ibid. 

101 "Āyā Moshāver-e Ghalibāf Bā‘es-e Jang Mishavad?" [Will Ghalibaf’s Advisor Cause War?], Shargh, 23 Tir 1404 [July 14, 
2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1030237. 

100 Hamed Naghilou, "Īrān: az Bāzdārandeghi-ye Hadafmand tā Dīplomāsi-ye Ma‘nāgarā" [Iran: From Targeted Deterrence to 
Meaning-Oriented Diplomacy], Shargh, 30 Tir 1404 [July 21, 2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1032853. 

99 "Mowze‘-e Jadīd-e Pezeshkian dar Bāre-ye Barnāmeh-ye Haste’ī" [Pezeshkian’s New Position on the Nuclear Program], 
Shargh, 1 Mordad 1404 [July 23, 2025], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1033361. 

98 "Īrān Mo‘ādelāt rā Taghyīr Midahad?" [Is Iran Changing the Equations?], Shargh, 16 Tir 1404 [July 7, 2025], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1027834. 
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Iranian officials emphasized that bombing nuclear facilities could not destroy Iran’s capabilities 

because the country’s nuclear knowledge and technological infrastructure were indigenous and 

embedded within society, making them impossible to eliminate through military force.104  

At the policy level, Resalat portrayed Iran’s response as a combination of legislative escalation 

and strategic retaliation. The paper prominently covered the Iranian parliament’s near-unanimous 

vote to suspend cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency, presenting the move 

as a necessary defense of national sovereignty following what it described as politically 

motivated and “false” reporting by the agency.105 In this narrative, the IAEA was depicted as an 

instrument of Western pressure that had enabled the attacks by legitimizing accusations against 

Iran’s nuclear program.  

Simultaneously, Resalat framed Iran’s missile strike on the American Al-Udeid base in Qatar as 

a symbolic and proportional act of deterrence, describing it as “a blow to America’s heart in the 

region.”106 Commentaries linked the operation to a broader principle of retaliatory justice, 

“whoever attacks you, attack him in the same way,” arguing that the response demonstrated 

Iran’s ability to impose costs on its adversaries while defending its sovereignty.107 Even as 

officials reiterated that Iran did not seek nuclear weapons,108 the overall discourse emphasized 

strength, resistance, and the restoration of deterrence in the face of external aggression. As the 

most severe form of external pressure, Operation Midnight Hammer reveals how Iranian nuclear 

discourse adapts under conditions of war. As one expert observed, as Iran’s conventional tools, 

particularly its reliance on proxies and missile capabilities, appeared less effective under direct 

108 "Īrān Hichgāh Tahdīdī barā-ye Dīgarān Nabūdeh Ast" [Iran Has Never Been a Threat], Resalat, 24 Khordad 1404 [June 14, 
2025], https://resalat-news.com/?p=113668. 

107 Ibid. 

106 "Zarbeh be Ghalb-e Āmrikā dar Mantagheh" [A Blow to America’s Heart in the Region], Resalat, 3 Tir 1404 [June 24, 2025], 
https://resalat-news.com/?p=113775. 

105 "Movāfeqat-e Majles bā Ta‘līq-e Hamkārī bā Āzhāns" [Parliament Approves Suspension of Cooperation with the IAEA], 
Resalat, 4 Tir 1404 [June 25, 2025], https://resalat-news.com/?p=113836. 

104 Ibid. 
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confrontation, the question increasingly became “what is left?”—a dynamic that elevated nuclear 

capability within strategic debates.109 While reformist and conservative media maintain distinct 

strategic logics, both increasingly converge on a shared language of deterrence and survival, 

setting the stage for a cross-case analysis of how repeated shocks expand the boundaries of 

permissible nuclear debate. 

Cross-Case Analysis and Interpretation 
Across the three cases—the Fakhrizadeh assassination (2020), Natanz sabotage (2021), and 

Operation Midnight Hammer (2025)—Iranian nuclear discourse reveals a persistent rift between 

reformist pragmatism and conservative resistance. Over time, discourse shifts from diplomatic 

restraint toward strategic ambiguity, deterrence signaling, and more militarized rhetoric. This 

reflects a cumulative expansion of discursive space, in which previously marginal positions 

become increasingly thinkable under repeated external threat..110 

The Evolution of Technical Escalation: From Rights to Strategic Signaling 
Across the three cases, nuclear escalation increasingly shifts from a legal argument about Iran’s 

inalienable right to enrich uranium, a sentiment shared by contributors across the aisle, to a 

strategic instrument for signaling power. In the aftermath of Fakhrizadeh’s assassination in 2020, 

reformist discourse in Shargh largely emphasized restraint and diplomatic prudence. 

Contributors warned that the conservative-led “Strategic Action Law” would undermine 

negotiations with the incoming Biden administration, describing it as a “passive, hasty, and 

unprofessional” act that could “mine the diplomatic field.”111 Following the Natanz sabotage in 

2021, however, reformist rhetoric began to shift. While still critical of escalation, Shargh 

111 Pasandepour, "Mining the Field of Diplomacy.”  
110 Ibid. 

109 Asadzade, virtual interview with author. 
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acknowledged that technological advancement could strengthen Iran’s bargaining position. As 

one commentator noted, “whenever Iran has shown its power, it has been able to get 

concessions.”112 This marked an important discursive transition: technological escalation was no 

longer simply a risk to diplomacy but also a potential source of negotiating leverage.  

By the time of Operation Midnight Hammer in 2025, the debate had moved into a new phase. 

With enrichment levels reaching 60 percent and discussions emerging about 90 percent 

enrichment, reformist elites began openly questioning whether Iran had already reached its 

technological ceiling, and at what cost. One article asked pointedly: “With uranium enriched to 

60% or even 90%… what did you want to do that you can’t do today?”113 In this formulation, 

nuclear capability itself becomes the central bargaining chip rather than merely a contested 

technical milestone. Conservative discourse in Resalat, by contrast, framed escalation from the 

outset as an inevitable component of national independence. Following Fakhrizadeh’s 

assassination, the paper argued that the West only understands the “language of power,” insisting 

that Iran’s policy of strategic patience had failed.114 Officials had long emphasized that Iran’s 

nuclear technology was “indigenous… and in the hearts of the people,” meaning that military 

strikes could never eliminate it.115 

Weaponization Talk and the Emergence of Strategic Ambiguity 
Another major trajectory across the cases is the gradual normalization of weaponization 

discourse as a form of strategic signaling. In the earlier cases, both reformist and conservative 

outlets relied heavily on the Supreme Leader’s fatwa to deflect accusations that Iran sought 

nuclear weapons. Officials repeatedly emphasized that Iran possessed the capability but lacked 

115 “Eslami: Iran’s Nuclear Program Will Continue to Advance.”  
114 Zahrevand, "The Martyrdom of Martyr Fakhrizadeh Marks an End to the Wrong Policies of the Past.” 

113 “Ashāb-e kamiyat yā sāḥebān-e rāhbord?” [Men of Quantity or Strategists?], Shargh, 31 Tir 1404 [July 22, 2025], 
https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-1032864. 

112  "Zarif Is Not a Reformist; He Is a Diplomat.” 
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the intention to weaponize. Foreign Minister Abbas Araqchi summarized this position bluntly: 

“If Iran wanted to go for nuclear weapons, it would have done so by now because we have the 

ability but not the will.”116 By 2025, however, discourse surrounding nuclear ambiguity had 

become increasingly visible.  

Reformist commentary in Shargh expressed concern over what it called “political sloppiness” 

after a senior adviser to parliamentary speaker Mohammad Baqer Ghalibaf posted an image of a 

nuclear mushroom cloud over Israel, comprising the most escalatory sentiment in the sample.117 

Reformist politicians warned that such rhetoric could create “heavy costs for the country” and 

might even trigger “preemptive Israeli attacks.” At the same time, however, Shargh also began 

discussing the possibility of a “strategy of nuclear ambiguity” designed to create uncertainty for 

adversaries and “buy time” for diplomacy.118 Conservative discourse approached ambiguity 

differently. Rather than treating it as a tactical diplomatic tool, Resalat increasingly anchored 

nuclear escalation within narratives of popular defiance and deterrence. The paper cited public 

opinion surveys claiming that more than 70 percent of Iranians would support withdrawing from 

the Non-Proliferation Treaty if threats continued and that over 75 percent favored a “swift, 

crushing, and regrettable” response to aggression.119 Through this framing, the potential for 

nuclear escalation becomes discursively linked to public will and national dignity, rather than 

elite diplomatic maneuvering. 

Internal Blame and Competing Narratives of State Failure 
Another persistent theme across the cases is the domestic blame game surrounding security 

failures. Reformist discourse in Shargh frequently framed these failures as symptoms of 

institutional dysfunction. One commentator described the state as suffering from an 

119 Anbarloui, "A Response to Trump’s Nonsense.” 
118 Ahmadi, “Nuclear Strategic Ambiguity?” 
117  “Will Ghalibaf’s Advisor Cause War?”  
116 Araghchi, “Iran Has Never Sought Nuclear Weapons.” 
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“autoimmune disease,” in which factional conflict causes the political system to “attack itself” 

while external enemies exploit the resulting vulnerabilities.120 After the Natanz sabotage, 

reformists accused security agencies of focusing on domestic critics while “nuclear secrets were 

being stolen.”121  

Conservative discourse in Resalat interpreted the same failures through a different lens. Rather 

than blaming institutional dysfunction, the paper attributed the problems to what it described as a 

government with a “Western-oriented approach” that had weakened Iran’s strategic 

independence.122 Conservative commentators argued that previous administrations had 

“outsourced national capacities” and emptied the country’s strategic reserves through misguided 

diplomacy.123 The solution, in this narrative, was a “young, revolutionary government” capable 

of building a self-reliant resistance economy aligned with “Hezbollah ideals.”124 

Conclusion: Converging Toward Nuclear Leverage 
Taken together, the three cases show that while reformist and conservative discourses remain 

ideologically distinct, they increasingly converge on a shared premise: Iran’s nuclear capabilities 

are an indispensable source of national leverage. Reformist commentary continues to emphasize 

diplomacy and a “civilizational, humane” narrative, but successive security shocks have pushed 

it toward the language of “cold reason” and strategic ambiguity. Conservative discourse in 

Resalat, by contrast, centers deterrence, retaliatory justice, and technological sovereignty, 

framing escalation as the only credible path to security. The result is a paradox: even as the two 

camps diverge on strategy, both now treat nuclear capability as the central currency of Iran’s 

124 Mohammad Kazem Anbarloui, “Rasad-e doshman!” [Monitoring the Enemy!], Resalat, 24 Shahrivar 1399 [September 14, 
2020], https://resalat-news.com/?p=29271. 

123 Zohrevand, "Negotiating with the U.S. Means Losing National Capacities.” 
122 “The Yellow Dog Is the Jackal’s Brother.” 

121 Ehsan Houshmand, “Masʾuliyat-pazīrī dar sāxtār-e siyāsī?!” [Responsibility in the Political Structure?!], Shargh, 29 Farvardin 
1400 [April 18, 2021], https://www.sharghdaily.com/fa/tiny/news-280936. 

120 Mansouri, "Our Affliction with an Autoimmune Disease.” 
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strategic autonomy. The debate, therefore, is no longer whether nuclear leverage should exist, but 

how it should be used—either to reintegrate Iran into the global order or to resist it.  This study 

finds that repeated counterproliferation shocks expand, rather than constrain, the boundaries of 

acceptable nuclear debate in Iran. Across cases, both reformist and conservative media 

increasingly engage deterrence, technological leverage, and strategic ambiguity. While explicit 

advocacy of nuclear weapons remains limited by the Supreme Leader’s prohibition, nuclear 

capability itself has become normalized as a legitimate instrument of national security. These 

findings challenge conventional assumptions that coercive measures weaken proliferation 

incentives; instead, sustained external pressure can legitimize deterrence-oriented narratives and 

reinforce claims to strategic autonomy. For policy, this suggests that military pressure alone may 

narrow diplomatic space by pushing domestic discourse toward deterrence frameworks. 

Managing proliferation risks therefore requires engaging not only technical capabilities but also 

the narratives that sustain them. More broadly, the Iranian case underscores a critical dynamic: 

counterproliferation efforts can reshape the very discursive environment they seek to constrain, 

expanding the political space for the outcomes they are designed to prevent. 
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