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Extended abstract

Introduction

The U.S.-led coalition's war in Irag in 2003 marked a turning point in the
geopolitical dynamics of the Middle East. It not only transformed Iraqg's political
and security order but also ushered in a new phase in the logic of modern warfare.
Although ostensibly launched with the objectives of "disarming Iraq of weapons
of mass destruction” and “liberating its people from Saddam Hussein's
authoritarian regime,” the United States, in practice, systematically utilized
cognitive warfare and psychological operations alongside military actions to shape
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social and political realities in Irag. This study analyzes the cognitive warfare and
psychological operations conducted by the United States in Iraq after 2003. The
primary research questions focus on the tools and methods employed by the U.S.,
the political, military, cultural, and social objectives behind these operations, and
their impact on the Iraqi public opinion and social behavior. The hypotheses
suggest that the U.S. utilized a combination of mass media, targeted propaganda,
cultural productions, and cyberspace to conduct extensive psychological warfare.
The research findings indicate that these efforts intensified identity crises,
increased public distrust, deepened ethnic and sectarian divides, and redefined
Irag's political identity. This study further explores the social, cultural, and political
consequences of the cognitive warfare.

Theoretical Framework
In this article, a combination of three theories is used. If we want to view these
three theories together, it can be said that:

The theory of the Spiral of Silence focuses on the micro level of communication
and public opinion, and explains how media can mute opposing voices.

The theory of constructivism (constructivism) concentrates on the intermediate
level of identity and discourse, showing how social and political realities are
constructed.

The theory of cultural hegemony centers on the macro level of cultural and
symbolic domination, telling us how values and meanings become naturalized.

The combination of these three theories with the concepts of cognitive warfare
(psyops) and psychological operations creates a multilayered framework that can
explain the various dimensions of soft power warfare; from changes at the
individual and psychological level to the reproduction of identities and the
stabilization of cultural dominance at the macro level.

Methodology

In this study, a documentary-library approach is used as the main method for data
collection. The sources used in this research include a wide range of internal and
external resources such as scientific books, research articles published in reputable
journals, reports from international organizations, governmental documents
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(official military sources, Pentagon documents), Rand Institute reports, and
analyses published in specialized online databases. The use of theoretical
approaches related to psychological warfare (psyops), soft power, information and
media operations, and the necessary conceptual framework has provided the basis
for data analysis.

Result and Discussion

Cognitive warfare and psychological operations by the United States in Iraq reveal
that this war flowed not only on the battlefield but also in the realm of minds and
cultures. The tools, strategies, and consequences of this war are multifaceted, and in
this write-up they were examined and analyzed at three main levels: 1) tools and
tactics, 2) social and psychological impacts, and 3) media hegemony and cultural
domination. The findings showed that the United States drew on a diverse set of
tools—from traditional brochures and proclamations to global media, embedded
journalists, and digital tools. These tools were employed within a multilayer system
to convey American messages to a broad audience. The main objective at this level
was to create a media reality parallel to the war’s tangible reality—a reality that
legitimized the presence of the United States, rendered resistance futile, and
presented Western democracy as the only viable alternative. The examination of the
strategies and tactics of U.S. psychological operations also revealed that tactics such
as demoralization, censorship and information fabrication, black propaganda,
exaggeration of victories, the generation of fear and intimidation, and ethical
dualism were employed. These tactics not only adapted to wartime conditions but
also, drawing on theories such as cognitive warfare, the Spiral of Silence, and
constructivism, contributed to the management of collective perception. The
common objective at this level was to alter the attitudes and behaviors of audiences
through manipulation of meanings and media representations. Additionally, the
analyses showed that U.S. cognitive warfare in Iraq had profound consequences:
psychologically, it induced anxiety, fear, and social helplessness; socially, it
exacerbated ethnic and religious rifts, eroded trust in the government, and promoted
a culture of silence; and in terms of identity, it led to a national identity crisis and a
redefinition of the binary “savior/enemy.” Internationally, the psychological
operations also helped legitimize the war and guided global public opinion toward
the narrative most favorable to the United States.
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Conclusion & Suggestions

This study showed that United States psychological operations were not limited to
the internal level within Iraq, but were also employed at the global level to
legitimize the war and isolate opponents. Western media, by emphasizing
dichotomies such as “civilization versus barbarism” and presenting the United
States as a savior and defender of global values, steered global public opinion
toward accepting the hegemonic American narrative. This level of media
hegemony was part of a transnational hegemonic project that sought to shape the
international political space in favor of U.S. policies. This study also demonstrated
that psychological operations and cognitive warfare are complex, multi-
dimensional tools that cannot be properly evaluated for success or failure without
considering cultural, psychological, and social factors. It also emphasized the
importance of critically rereading dominant narratives and promoting independent
media as strategies to counter media and cultural hegemony. Consequently, the
present research opens new horizons for understanding contemporary cognitive
warfare and psychological operations and can provide a basis for future research
in international relations, media studies, and the social sciences.

Keywords: Cognitive Warfare, United States, Irag, Psychological Operations,
Cultural Hegemony.
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