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Otg'ectiv_e: This stud_¥ analyzes the strategic transformation in
U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) documents from 1991
to 2025, focusing on its implications for lran's national
security. The core problem of this research is to explicate
Washington’s  paradigmatic _shift from ‘“Responsible
Hegemonr” to “Aggressive Nationalism” over this timeframe.
Methodology: This qualitative research employed a tripartite
methodological approach: First, “Thematic Analglsis” raun
& Clarke) was used to extract six pathways of metamorphosis.
Second, “Causal Layered Analysis” (CLA) by Sohail
Inayatullah was utilized to explore hidden layers and shifting
strategic _metaphors. Finally, the study applied “Scenario
Planning” %Pqter Schwartz) fo map four alternative futures for
bilateral relations. ) ) )
Findings: The results indicate a “paradigmatic rupture” in the
U.S. strategic mindset. CLA findings revealed that the “Global
Policeman” metaphor has been replaced by the “Fortress
Surgeon,” which seeks the physical elimination of obstacles
rather than order management. The scenario synthesis showed
that the most probable outcome is the U.S. transition to
“kinetic” actions (e.g., Midnight Hammer) against Iran’s
critical infrastructure, independent of international institutions.
Conclusion: The study concludes that while the “Strategic
Hard Core” of U.S. policy remains constant, its operational
shell has shifted toward “material capacity destruction.”
Consequently, redefining Iran’s deterrence doctrine from
“strategic patience” to “smart proactivity” and focusing on
infrastructural passive defense is imperative.
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Extended Abstract

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1947 National Security Act, U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS)
documents have served as the highest-order instruments coordinating
Washington’s political, military, and economic power and projecting its
preferred vision of world order (Yousefi & Habibi, 2022). Prior Iranian
scholarship has examined discrete facets of this trajectory — securitization of
Iran (Rahnavard & Samti, 2009), coercive diplomacy (Abbaszadeh & Gouri,
2022), the Asia pivot (Jamshidi & Yazdanshenas, 2020), and NSS content
across 2001-2021 (Mozaneb et al. 2023) — yet none has traced the full 1991—
2025 arc through a combined interpretive-metaphorical and foresight lens.
This study addresses that gap by asking how Washington’s strategic identity
shifted from “Responsible Hegemony” to “Aggressive Nationalism” by 2025,
and what this metamorphosis implies for Iran’s national security toward 2030.

METHODOLOGY

The research question concerns both the pattern of transformation across nine
U.S. NSS documents (1991-2025) and its deep drivers and future trajectories
— a threefold problem that no single method fully addresses. Accordingly,
this qualitative, exploratory study integrated three complementary methods.
Braun and Clarke’s six-step Thematic Analysis (coded in MAXQDA:2024)
extracted six “pathways” of paradigmatic change from the documents’
propositions. Sohail Inayatullah’s Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) then
deconstructed the findings across four layers — litany, systemic causes,
discourse/worldview, and myth/metaphor — to surface the unconscious
civilizational roots of the shift. Finally, Peter Schwartz’s scenario-planning
method mapped four alternative U.S.—Iran futures to 2030. Trustworthiness
followed Guba and Lincoln’s (1985) criteria (credibility via source
triangulation and expert peer review by 21 specialists, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability), making the design suited to a problem
that is simultaneously textual, discursive, and anticipatory.

RESULT

Thematic analysis of the nine documents (1991, 1996, 2002, 2006, 2010,
2015, 2017, 2022, 2025) revealed a consistent arc from “hegemonic
stabilization in the new world order” toward the 2025 document’s “aggressive
fortress vindication.” Frequency mapping showed institution-building and
liberal-value vocabulary declining sharply while “national sovereignty” and
“material capacity destruction” rose, with the 2026 National Defense Strategy
consolidating “integrated deterrence” as a networked military-cyber-
economic paradigm. Six transformation pathways were identified: (1)
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coalitions — from institutional multilateralism to transactional alliances; (2)
identity — from liberal internationalism to principled realism and identity
purification; (3) instruments of power — from nation-building to kinetic
military surgery and economic weaponization; (4) national economy — from
liberal globalization to industrial nationalism and reshoring; (5)
sovereignty/borders — from open democratic borders to an impenetrable
fortress; and (6) energy/climate — from global responsibility to energy
dominance.

Iran’s discursive position evolved across five corresponding layers: a regional
“obstacle” under dual containment (1991-2000); the “center of gravity” of
asymmetric/nuclear threat (2001-2008); a “test case” for smart-power
diplomacy culminating in the JCPOA (2009-2016); a target of integrated
containment amid great-power competition (2017-2022); and, in the 2025
document, an operational target for preemptive “military surgery” and
physical infrastructure destruction (e.g. the “Midnight Hammer” operation),
independent of allied or UN endorsement. CLA results showed the governing
metaphor shifting from “global gardener/policeman” to “fortress surgeon,”
reflecting a myth in which threats are treated as infections requiring physical
removal rather than behavioral correction. Scenario synthesis produced four
2030 futures — “Revived Eagle” (aggressive nationalism plus economic
success, deemed most probable), “Angry Paper Tiger” (aggressive
nationalism  plus  structural  erosion, favoring  proxy/sabotage
warfare),“Hegemon’s Return” (multilateralism plus economic success),
and“Fortress America” (isolationist retrenchment) — with Iran facing
sustained pressure in three of the four scenarios.

DISCUSSION and CONCLUSIONS

The findings extend prior Iranian literature that assumed either persistence of
liberal order or the efficacy of behavior-change diplomacy (Abbaszadeh &
Gouri, 2022; Yousefi & Habibi, 2022): the 2025 document renders such
assumptions obsolete, instead radicalizing the securitization trajectory
identified earlier by Rahnavard and Samti (2009) and corroborating Jahangiri
et al.’s (2025) and Ansari’s (2025) accounts of transactionalism and Middle
East retrenchment. Dialectically, a “strategic hard core” — absolute primacy,
technological supremacy, and American exceptionalism — remains constant
across all nine documents, while the “operational shell” has shifted radically
from multilateral institutionalism toward unilateral kinetic action, marking
the United States’ transition from rule-maker to disruptor of even self-
authored institutions (NATO, WTO). A key limitation is the classified nature
of the operational annexes underlying the 2025 NSS and the volatility of U.S.
domestic politics, which constrains inference about implementation
timelines.
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Theoretically, the study demonstrates the analytic value of combining
thematic, layered-causal, and scenario methods for tracking metaphor-level
shifts in grand strategy. Practically, it concludes that Iran’s deterrence
doctrine must move from “strategic patience” to “smart proactivity,”
prioritizing hardened passive defense of energy, nuclear, and missile
infrastructure, pursuing asymmetric economic diplomacy through value-
chain localization with non-Western partners, and raising the material cost of
U.S. kinetic action to a level that reverses Washington’s cost-benefit calculus.
Future research should examine the role of private military contractors, the
responses of middle powers (India, Saudi Arabia, Turkiye), and the influence
of artificial intelligence and cyber warfare on the emerging infrastructural-
surgery doctrine.
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