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Perspective

Iran and the Middle East in the
2025 US National Security Strategy

Key Takeaways

- US National Security Strategy (NSS) is widely regarded in Washington not
as a routine bureaucratic exercise, but as a declarative statement of intent —ef-
fectively a manifesto for a new phase in the foreign and security policy of the US.

«  Whetherthe 2025 NSS can be read as a literal roadmap that the Trump ad-
ministration will follow over the next three years remains open to debate. Yet the
document offers a revealing window into the administration’s strategic vision
for the Middle East -its approach to alliance architecture, the place it assigns to
Iran, and the way it seeks to redefine US leadership amid broader debates over
multipolarity.

- Iran occupies a strikingly limited place in the Trump'’s 2025 NSS. By com-
parison, the Trump administration’s first NSS in 2017 framed Iran -alongside
North Korea- as a central threat under the rubric of “rogue states.” Iran was por-
trayed as a direct danger not only to regional stability but also to the security of
the US, including the homeland, and was referenced no fewer than seventeen
times throughout the document.

- This reclassification of Iran is inseparable from the broader architecture
of the NSS’s Middle East section. The document explicitly acknowledges that the
Middle East no longer occupies the central position it once held in the US strate-
gic posture. Beyond three core priorities —Israel’s security, the security of energy
supplies, and the protection of strategic maritime trade routes- the region is no
longer treated as a primary arena of US

«  For actors outside Iran, however, this strategic posture opens a different
set of possibilities. If navigated skillfully, these provisions may offer Middle East-
ern capitals a narrow but meaningful window of opportunity to enhance their
autonomy while operating within the constraints of a still-hierarchical interna-
tional order.



Iran and the Middle East in the 2025 US National Security Strategy

ABD’nin 2025 Ulusal Giivenlik Strateji Belgesi'nde
Iran ve Ortadogu

Temel Cikarimlar

«  Trump yonetiminin Kasim 2025'te acikladigi Ulusal Guvenlik Strateji Bel-
gesi Washington'da yalnizca rutin bir burokratik yukumluligun yerine getiril-
mesi olarak degil, yeni donemin dis politika manifestosu olarak okunabilir.

«  Bu belgenin Trump yonetiminin onumuzdeki ¢ yilda birebir izleyecegi
bir yol haritasi olarak okunmasi elbette tartismalidir. Strateji belgeleri cogu za-
man sahadaki dalgalanmalara gore esner, bazi basliklar tamamen rafa kaldiri-
labilir. Bununla birlikte belge Trump yonetiminin Ortadogu tasavvurunu, ittifak
mimarisine bakisini, iran'a atfettigi yeri ve ¢ok kutupluluk tartismalar: bagla-
minda Amerikan liderligini nasil kurguladigini son derece berrak bicimde orta-
ya koyuyor.

« Iran, Trump'in 2025 Ulusal Glivenlik Stratejisinde ¢arpici bir sekilde si-
nirh bir yer kapliyor. Buna karsilik, Trump yonetiminin 2017'deki ilk Ulusal Gu-
venlik Stratejisi, iran'1 Kuzey Kore ile birlikte “haydut devletler” bashigi altinda
merkezi bir tehdit olarak tanimlamisti.

+  Bu iran okumasi, belgenin Ortadogu boliiminin genel mimarisinden
bagimsiz degil; aksine, bolgenin ABD'nin stratejik oncelik sirasindaki diistisi-
nd mumkun kilan temel dayanaklardan birini olusturmaktadir. Metin, Ortado-
gunun Washington goézindeki eski merkezi konumunun acik bicimde gerile-
digini kayda gecirmektedir. Bolge, Ui¢ ¢cekirdek baslik -Israil'in gtivenligi, enerji
arzinin surekliligi ve stratejik deniz ticaret hatlarinin acik tutulmasi- disinda
artik ABD dis politikasinin ana odag1 degildir.

. Iran disindaki aktorler agisindan bakildiginda ise Trump'in bolgedeki bii-
yuk giiclere “kendi cevrelerinde daha fazla sorumluluk almalar1” cagrisi, strate-
jik profillerini yukseltmeleri icin kayda deger firsatlar penceresi sunmaktadir.
Bu pencere ustaca kullanilirsa, Ortadogu baskentleri hala hiyerarsik bir ulusla-
rarasi diuzenin kisitlamalari icinde hareket etse de 6zerkliklerini artirabilir.
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Iran and the Middle East in the 2025 US National Security Strategy

Introduction

US National Security Strategy (NSS) is widely regarded in Washington not as a routine bureauc-
ratic exercise, but as a declarative statement of intent —effectively a manifesto for a new phase
in the foreign and security policy of the US Formally mandated under Section 603 of the 1986
Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, the NSS is intended to be sub-
mitted annually, although in practice such reports are frequently delayed, selectively updated,
or at times not published at all

Beyond its statutory purpose, the NSS occupies a distinctive position within the national secu-
rity architecture of the US It serves as the principal framework through which the executive branch
communicates its strategic worldview to Congress, identifying the threats it considers most con-
sequential, the regions it intends to prioritize, and the means through which it plans to project
power. These means encompass the full range of statecraft available to the US, including military
force, diplomacy, economic instruments, and the management of alliances and partnerships.

At the same time, the NSS speaks to a far broader audience than the legislative branch alone.
Each iteration also functions as a strategic communiqué to allies and adversaries, signaling the
hierarchy of concerns in Washington, the administration’s risk tolerance, and its vision for the
international order. Although shaped in part by domestic political considerations, the NSS ulti-
mately constitutes a comprehensive external message, offering critical insight into how the US
interprets its global role amid intensifying geopolitical competition.

Iran in the new National Security Strategy

Iran occupies a strikingly limited place in the Trump's 2025 NSS.2 The document mentions Tehran
only three times. Two references concern Iran's nuclear program and its network of regional proxies,
while a third reiterates the long-standing characterization of Iran as “the chief destabilizing force” in
the Middle East —a formulation largely inherited from earlier strategy documents. What distinguis-
hes the new NSS, however, is not its vocabulary but its tone and underlying assessment.

1 Office of the Secretary of War, “The National Security Strategy”, Historical Office / 15 December 2025, ht-
tps://history.defense.gov/Historical-Sources/National-Security-Strategy/ (Accessed December 23,2025.).

2 The White House, “National Security Strategy of the United States of America”, https:/www.whitehouse.
gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security- Strategy.pdf (Accessed December 15, 2025.).
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The text explicitly argues that Iran’s nuclear capabilities and regional freedom of maneu-
ver have been “seriously weakened” as a result of Israel’s military operations following Oc-
tober 7, the subsequent twelve-day conflict, and what the document refers to as “Operation
Midnight Hammer.” This assessment signals a notable departure from previous NSS narra-
tives and reflects a qualitative shift in how policymakers in Washington currently perceive
the Iranian challenge.

By comparison, the Trump administration’s first NSS in 2017 framed Iran -alongside North
Korea- as a central threat under the rubric of “rogue states.” Iran was portrayed as a direct dan-
ger not only to regional stability but also to the security of the US, including the homeland, and
was referenced no fewer than seventeen times throughout the document. The Biden administ-
ration's 2022 NSS, while less confrontational in tone, still placed Iran firmly on the strategic
agenda, situating it within a framework that sought to balance “diplomacy and deterrence” and
embedding the Iran question within a broader vision of a liberal international order.

The 2025 NSS departs from both approaches. Iran is no longer presented as a systemic or
organizing challenge requiring sustained strategic focus. Instead, it is treated as a partially deg-
raded and largely containable actor —a problem perceived as diminished rather than unresolved.
In effect, the document suggests that the “Iran file” has been relegated from a central strategic
concern to a secondary issue that no longer demands continuous management at the highest
level of US foreign policy.

This reclassification of Iran is inseparable from the broader architecture of the NSS’s Midd-
le East section. Rather than standing apart, the assessment of Iran functions as a key enabling
assumption behind the region’s declining strategic salience. The document explicitly acknow-
ledges that the Middle East no longer occupies the central position it once held in the US stra-
tegic posture. Beyond three core priorities -Israel’s security, the security of energy supplies,
and the protection of strategic maritime trade routes- the region is no longer treated as a pri-
mary arena of US.

Accordingly, the NSS outlines an approach based on limited and highly selective involve-
ment. As the chapter’s framing suggests, the US is increasingly intent on shifting the burden of
regional security onto its partners. Responsibility for security production is to be carried pri-
marily by Israel, the Gulf monarchies, and, to a more limited extent, Tiirkiye, while Washington
repositions itself as a diplomatic coordinator and a provider of advanced military technology
and defense systems.

Within this framework, the depiction of Iran as a “weakened” actor is not incidental; it is foun-
dational. Only by assuming that the “Iranian threat” has been substantially neutralized can the
Middle East be downgraded from a central theater of crisis to a landscape of manageable risks
-one increasingly defined less by existential security dilemmas than by selective stabilization,
burden-sharing, and economic opportunity.

8
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Tehran's Interpretation

In Tehran, official reactions to the 2025 NSS have largely framed the document as a self-referential
text that reflects the worldview of the US through the narrow prisms of Israeli security and energy
transit corridors. State-aligned narratives depict the strategy less as a coherent regional vision than
as an attempt to retroactively legitimize existing policies, particularly Washington's alignment with
Israel and its prioritization of energy and maritime security over broader political questions.?

Media outlets close to Iran’s security and intelligence establishment have advanced a more
pointed interpretation.* From this perspective, the new NSS is read as an implicit historical ad-
mission that the US has long instrumentalized the language of “values” to serve strategic inte-
rests. Within this frame, the marginalization of human rights and democracy in the document is
presented as evidence of what these circles describe as Western hypocrisy, while the near-total
absence of any substantive reference to Palestine is portrayed as confirmation that Washington
lacks a regional vision beyond the preservation of Israeli security.

Reformist constituencies and diaspora-based media, by contrast, have offered a more con-
sequential -if no less critical- reading.® In their view, the NSS signals that the US no longer re-
gards Iran as either a central diplomatic interlocutor to be brought to the negotiating table or an
existential threat requiring urgent and sustained containment. Instead, Iran is implicitly recast
as a security problem that has been largely delegated to Israeli military action and deterrence.

This interpretation carries particularly unsettling implications for the Iranian political sys-
tem. Being downgraded from a principal strategic adversary to a managed variable, heightens
regime anxieties about marginalization and loss of agency. From this vantage point, the most
troubling aspect of the NSS is not confrontation but irrelevance: the prospect that Iran’s strategic
fate may increasingly be shaped by external actors —above all Israel- rather than through direct
engagement with the US or multilateral diplomatic processes.

Conclusion: Hegemony Recast
—But Not Relinquished?

Whether the 2025 NSS can be read as a literal roadmap that the Trump administration will fol-
low over the next three years remains open to debate. Strategy documents are inherently flexib-

3 G Wl Dl seessiBuRns 2y iRz TSy, Iuwlesd @dlss, 13, VFF https:/www.tabnak.ir/fa/
news/ 1344442\t ) 3a-0mecs s0sonis-2 -0z 353 lausS) (Accessed December 22, 2025.)

4 i3, C“Coous G0 us ades VYO TSt 1) asge B8 Uiy, VY T3, VP https:/www.mashreghnews.ir/
news/ 1769884/ uss-ui-lacis-ads-Y + ¥ 8-l s S 3-2 ssge-z 3s8-<Uk L (Accessed December 22, 2025.)

5 The Iran International, “Trump strategy plays down Iran threat, vows to keep Strait of Hormuz open’,
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202512056693 (Accessed December 23, 2025.)
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le instruments; they evolve in response to shifting conditions on the ground, and entire policy
areas can be quietly downgraded or abandoned altogether. Yet even with this built-in elasticity,
the 2025 NSS offers a revealing window into the administration’s strategic vision for the Middle
East —its approach to alliance architecture, the place it assigns to Iran, and the way it seeks to
redefine US leadership amid broader debates over multipolarity.

Viewed through the lens of Iran, one conclusion stands out with particular clarity: Washin-
gton is not pursuing a comprehensive political settlement with Tehran. The document neither
sketches a pathway toward a renewed nuclear agreement nor signals openness to a broader
strategic bargain. Instead, it proceeds from the assumption that key elements of Iran’s nuclear
infrastructure have been “destroyed” and that the so-called axis of resistance has been degraded
to the point where it no longer constitutes a serious regional threat. On this basis, the US appears
to have effectively closed the “Iran file.” What remains is a strategy of sustained economic pres-
sure, narrowly defined military action “if necessary,” and continuous coercion through regional
allies —above all Israel. The result is a prolonged strategic limbo for Tehran: neither war nor pea-
ce, but an extended period of containment and attrition.

For actors outside Iran, however, this strategic posture opens a different set of possibilities.
Trump’s call for regional powers to “take more responsibility in their own neighborhoods” cre-
ates opportunities for Middle Eastern states to elevate their strategic profiles, assume greater
security roles, and shape regional outcomes with less direct United States oversight. In prin-
ciple, the emphasis on sovereignty, burden-sharing, and selective engagement resonates with
long-standing regional demands for greater autonomy.

Yet these opportunities are inseparable from significant risks, particularly when viewed th-
rough the lens of how United States foreign policy has operated in practice. While the NSS rhe-
torically elevates sovereignty and non-interference, the Middle East is intimately familiar with
Washington's enduring propensity to intervene when core interests are perceived to be at stake.
Despite claims of restraint and a partial retreat from direct leadership, the underlying logic of
hegemonic power remains intact: the hegemon intervenes not only because it can, but because
it believes intervention is necessary to preserve its position.

This tension is laid bare in one of the document’s most revealing assertions: “The US cannot
allow any country to become so dominant as to threaten our interests.” On the one hand, the
NSS suggests a departure from the role of regional policeman, emphasizing that “not every cri-
sis concerns us.” On the other, it explicitly reserves the right to intervene whenever shifts in the
balance of power are deemed unacceptable. Non-intervention, in this framework, is conditional
-suspended the moment an actor crosses an ill-defined threshold of power accumulation. In
practical terms, this means that the reflex to intervene, mobilize alliances, and recalibrate regi-
onal power balances remains very much alive.

To sum, in a regional equation where Israel occupies a central position, Iran is recast as a
weakened and manageable threat, and the strategic focus of the US shifts decisively toward the
Asia-Pacific, the burden of security production increasingly falls on regional actors themselves.
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For Middle Eastern states, this reality transforms regional cooperation from an aspirational goal
into a strategic necessity. Strengthening national capacities, diversifying partnership networks
to reduce dependence on the US, and constructing flexible, issue-based regional coalitions are
no longer optional strategies but essential adaptations. At the same time, the NSS outlines in-
centives —particularly in trade, technology transfer, and defense procurement- designed to sup-
port the burden-sharing architecture Washington seeks to promote. If navigated skillfully, these
provisions may offer Middle Eastern capitals a narrow but meaningful window of opportunity to
enhance their autonomy while operating within the constraints of a still-hierarchical internati-
onal order.
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Iran and the Middle East in the 2025
US National Security Strategy

The 2025 US National Security Strategy (NSS) reflects a recalibration of Washington's posture
toward Iran and the Middle East. Iran, previously defined as a central threat in 2017 and later as
a diplomacy-deterrence challenge in 2022, is now portrayed as a degraded and containable
actor that no longer anchors US regional strategy. This reassessment is inseparable from a
broader downgrading of the Middle Eastitself, which the NSS treats as a secondary agenda item,
relevant primarily to Israel's security, global energy flows, and the protection of critical maritime
corridors.

Against this backdrop, the NSS redistributes security responsibilities to regional partners
—-most notably Israel and the Gulf states, with Tiirkiye assigned a more limited role-while
recasting the US as a diplomatic coordinator and technology provider rather than a permanent
military guarantor. Drawing on responses from Iranian official, security-aligned, and reformist
or diaspora circles, this paper argues that the most consequential implication of this shift may
be Iran's structured marginalization, managed increasingly through Israeli deterrence rather
than sustained US-Iran engagement.

Read as a strategic communiqué rather than a routine planning document, the NSS clarifies US
priorities, formalizes burden-sharing expectations, and delineates the boundaries of American
regional involvement. At the same time, it exposes a central tension: a rhetorical retreat from
regional “policing” roles coupled with an explicit commitment to prevent any single actor from
achieving regional dominance. This tension signals not the erosion of US hegemony, but its
recalibration -reshaping alliance management, regional autonomy, and the evolving security
architecture of the Middle East.
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