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Abstract:

Cognitive warfare is used as one of the new tools in geopolitical
competitions with the aim of influencing public opinion, changing
social behaviors, and guiding the policies of countries. In recent
years, the United States has used this tool to reduce Iran’s influence
in the region, weaken Iran-Iraq relations, and shape the public
opinions of these countries. The main question of the research
is what goals, tools, and consequences does the US cognitive
warfare have against Iran and Iraq, and how has it affected bilateral
relations? In this regard, the research hypothesis is based on the
fact that the US has tried to weaken Iran’s domestic legitimacy,
challenge Tehran-Baghdad relations, and incite Iraqi public opinion
against Iran through international media, economic sanctions,
psychological operations, and public diplomacy. The aim of this
research is to examine the methods of US cognitive warfare, its
effects on the two countries, and its consequences on bilateral
relations. The research method is descriptive-analytical and based
on documentary studies conducted through the review of scientific
sources, international reports, and media content analysis. The
research findings show that the US cognitive war has increased anti-
Iranian propaganda, strengthened public dissatisfaction, intensified
economic pressures, weakened Iraqi social cohesion, and increased
distrust between Tehran and Baghdad. However, Iraq’s dependence
on Iran in the areas of energy and security has prevented a complete
collapse of relations between the two countries. Finally, the research
emphasizes that confronting this war requires strengthening media
diplomacy, promoting media literacy, increasing public awareness,
and deepening economic and cultural cooperation between Iran and
Iraq.

Keywords: Cognitive warfare, America, Iran, Iraq, psychological
operations, public diplomacy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: In the contemporary world, wars no longer take
place only on the military battlefield and using physical weapons,
but have expanded to areas beyond traditional battles. One of the
most important of these areas is cognitive warfare or perceptual
warfare, which in recent decades, especially with the development
of communication technologies and the expansion of the influence
of global media, has been recognized as one of the strategic tools of
soft power in international politics. Cognitive warfare, in its essence,
i1s a systematic effort to change the perceptions, attitudes, beliefs,
and behaviors of target societies through the use of media, social
networks, psychological operations, distorted information, economic
sanctions, and cultural tools. This type of warfare, especially in the
bipolar world system and geopolitical competitions, has become
a low-cost, indirect, and at the same time very effective tool for
advancing the political goals of great powers, especially the United
States of America.
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Iran and Iraq, as two key players in the West Asian region, have
always been at the center of US foreign policy. After the collapse of
Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003 and the increasing influence of the
Islamic Republic of Iran in Iraq’s political, security, and economic
structures, Washington developed new strategies to contain this
influence and redefine its desired order in the region. In this regard,
cognitive warfare has been one of the main tools that the US has
used to manage Iraqi public perceptions of Iran, undermine Tehran’s
regional legitimacy, and also influence Baghdad’s domestic decision-




making.

In the context of Iran-Iraq relations, cognitive warfare has taken on
multiple dimensions. The US has attempted to portray Iran’s role in Iraq’s
internal developments in a threatening manner by utilizing mainstream
Western and Arab media (such as BBC, CNN, Al-Arabiya, and Al-
Hurra) and by activating social networks through content production,
launching digital campaigns, disseminating disinformation, and utilizing
local forces aligned with it. Narratives such as “Iran’s interference in
Iraq’s internal affairs,” “Iraq’s harmful economic dependence on Iran,”
or “Iran’s influence on Iraq’s sectarianism and security instability” are
examples of narrative techniques in cognitive warfare that aim to change
the public’s mindset in Iraq and even at the regional and international
levels about Iran.

In addition, other tools such as psychological operations, targeted
sanctions, and public diplomacy have also been used in a coordinated
manner alongside media propaganda. In addition to direct pressure on
Iran’s economic infrastructure, economic sanctions have been used as a
psychological tool to instill government inefficiency and create social
dissatisfaction through negative media coverage and analysis. In Iraq,
these pressures have also affected economic and energy policies by
restricting financial and trade relations with Iran and have made some
segments of society skeptical about cooperation with Iran. In parallel
with these efforts, the United States has attempted to solidify Iran’s
image as the main cause of the country’s internal problems by supporting
think tanks, political elites, and local media in Iraq.

The importance of addressing the issue of US cognitive warfare in
Iran-Iraq relations is not only due to its impact on the national security,
foreign policy, and decision-making structures of the two countries, but
also because this type of warfare, due to its soft and indirect nature,
is often overlooked by policymakers and observers. Ignoring cognitive
warfare can lead to disruption of national strategies, widening social
divides, and reducing political and economic resilience. For this reason,
understanding the dimensions, tools, and consequences of this type
of warfare is a strategic imperative for policymakers, academics, and
intellectual elites in Iran and Iraq.
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SRS In this article, relying on theoretical frameworks related to soft power

(Joseph Nye), cognitive warfare, psychological operations, and
national security theories, an attempt has been made to examine the
different dimensions of the United States’ cognitive strategies against
Iran and Iraq. The main focus of the article is on analyzing the tools
used (such as media, social networks, public diplomacy, sanctions,
and narrative creation), how these strategies are implemented, and
their consequences on bilateral relations between Iran and Iraq.
An attempt has also been made to answer the question of how the
United States’ cognitive warfare is trying to prevent the deepening of
strategic relations between Tehran and Baghdad, and what strategies
can be adopted to reduce vulnerability to these types of threats.

Objective: The main objective of this study is to conduct an in-depth
and systematic study of the cognitive warfare strategies of the United
States of America and to assess their effects on bilateral relations
between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Iraq in the
period following the end of the Iran-Iraq War, and especially after the
fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003. In this regard, the present
study seeks to identify the methods and tools that the United States
has used to influence public perceptions, shape media discourses,
undermine political legitimacy, and direct domestic policies in the two
countries. The study specifically focuses on the role of mainstream
media, targeted psychological operations, hostile narratives, and
economic sanctions as indirect but effective tools in creating distrust,
ethnic and religious divisions, and reducing strategic cooperation
between Tehran and Baghdad. This research also seeks to analyze the
consequences of this soft war on national security, social cohesion,
economic and diplomatic relations between the two countries, and
attempts to present solutions to reduce vulnerability to these threats
by providing an analysis based on soft power and cognitive warfare
theories.

Iranian jornal of international relations
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Research Method: To investigate this issue, a descriptive-analytical
research method was used. First, documents and reports related to
cognitive warfare and US policies in the region were identified and
analyzed, and then these analyses were adapted to the developments
in Iran-Iraq relations since the fall of Saddam Hussein.



Discussion and Conclusion: The findings of this study show that the
United States has used cognitive warfare as a multidimensional and
long-term tool in order to advance its strategies in West Asia, especially
to contain and weaken the regional influence of the Islamic Republic of
Iran. Studies show that the US cognitive warfare in Iran-Iraq relations
has focused on two main axes: first, the use of international and regional
media to produce, reproduce and consolidate a negative image of Iran
and its regional policies in the minds of the Iraqi public; and second,
the targeted use of psychological and information operations to deepen
ethnic, religious and political divisions in the Iraqi social structure
with the aim of reducing national cohesion and inciting anti-Iranian
sentiments.

Media outlets such as Al-Hurra, Al-Arabiya, BBC Arabic, and US-
affiliated networks, through selective selection of events, biased
interpretations, and specific narratives, are trying to instill the
proposition that Iran is the main cause of instability in Iraq, supporting
militia groups, and hindering Baghdad’s political independence. This
media strategy is combined with psychological operations and has used
tools such as spreading fake news, inciting popular protests, supporting
extreme secular or nationalist discourses, and instilling the inefficiency
of pro-Iranian governments. The aim of these operations is to reduce
Iran’s legitimacy in the eyes of the Iraqi people and also to create a
rupture in relations between the elites and the political bodies of the two
countries.

In addition, economic sanctions have also been used as a complement
to cognitive warfare; not only to weaken Iran’s economic strength,
but also to disrupt trade and financial relations between Tehran and
Baghdad. Examples of these policies include obstructing Iraq’s financial
payments for energy imports from Iran, encouraging Iraqi companies to
leave the Iranian market, and threatening to sanction economic actors
cooperating with Tehran. Although these measures have not succeeded
in completely cutting Iraq’s dependence on Iran, they have reduced
the level of economic cooperation, created confusion in Baghdad’s
economic decision-making, and increased the influence of the Arab
Gulf states in the Iraqi market.

In the security dimension, by targeting resistance groups close to Iran,
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Rl including the Popular Mobilization Forces, the United States has not

only increased military and security tensions in Iraq, but has also
attempted to change the regional security equation in favor of itself
and its Arab allies. These measures have also complicated defense
and security relations between Iran and Iraq and created a kind of
mutual distrust between the military institutions of the two countries.

However, the results of the study show that despite the intensity and
scope of this cognitive war, the deep cultural, religious, historical and
geopolitical ties between the two countries have prevented a complete
severance of relations between Iran and Iraq. Iraq’s dependence on
Iran in the areas of energy, security, religious pilgrimage and border
trade are factors that have helped maintain a minimum of relations
and show that the capacity of Tehran-Baghdad relations goes beyond
cognitive propaganda and external pressures.

Accordingly, to effectively confront the consequences of the US
cognitive war, strengthening Iran’s public diplomacy in Iraq,
redesigning media strategies in the form of active narrative creation,
increasing citizens’ media literacy, supporting cultural and scientific
interactions, and developing joint economic and security cooperation
can be proposed as deterrent and sustainable solutions. Also, Iranian
decision-making institutions should continuously monitor media
and information developments in Iraq, use digital tools to neutralize
psychological operations and rebuild a positive image of Iran in
public opinion.

Vol2.No8.summer 2025

Overall, the US cognitive war on Iran-Iraq relations, although it
has succeeded in creating some challenges and reducing the level
of interactions, has not been able to fundamentally weaken these
relations due to the existence of common interests and strategic
interactions. The continuation of these relations will be conditional
on the promotion of the two countries’ cognitive resilience, strategic
awareness, and the development of convergence at the official, elite,
and popular levels.

Iranian jornal of international relations
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