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Abstract
The reimposition of United Nations Security Council sanctions against Iran through
the “snapback mechanism” represents more than a legal and political development
within the international system. It also constitutes a struggle over narratives, public
perception, institutional credibility, and the authority to define legitimate
international conduct. Although the mechanism derives its formal significance from
the framework associated with the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)
and Security Council Resolution 2231 (2015), its public meaning is shaped through
processes extending beyond diplomatic negotiations and legal interpretation. News
reporting, editorial commentary, expert interviews, and digital communication
provide competing accounts of why sanctions return, who bears responsibility, and
whether their reimposition should be understood as lawful enforcement, political
coercion, or an erosion of negotiated commitments.
This study examines how the media contribute to legitimising or delegitimising snapback
against Iran and considers the implications of these representations for international
legal interpretation and state practice. Its central question concerns the relationship
between the communication of legal claims and the production of international
legitimacy: how do media organisations select, organise, and circulate competing
arguments in ways that influence perceptions of the mechanism? A related question asks
whether repeated representations of a disputed measure as legally inevitable can narrow
the space for alternative interpretations. The article approaches these questions without
equating media visibility with legal validity or assuming that public acceptance can
substitute for the requirements governing the exercise of international authority.
Keywords: Snapback mechanism; Iran; soft power; international legitimacy; media
framing; Security Council; Resolution 2231; sanctions; legal narratives; public
diplomacy.
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The significance of this inquiry lies in the interaction between coercive measures and
persuasive communication. Sanctions operate through restrictions and material
pressure, yet their implementation also depends on explanations that identify an
alleged breach, attribute responsibility, and justify the selected response. These
explanations help determine whether coercion appears necessary, proportionate,
selective, or abusive. Media coverage can reinforce the authority of the institutions
associated with sanctions, but it can also expose inconsistencies between their stated
purposes and practical consequences. Accordingly, the relationship between soft
power and hard sanctions is neither incidental nor purely supplementary.
Communicative practices form part of the political environment in which restrictive
measures acquire acceptance, encounter resistance, and become operationally
effective.

The legal context requires attention to the distinction between the existence of a
mechanism and the validity of a particular invocation. Resolution 2231 established a
framework connecting the nuclear agreement, sanctions relief, and the potential
restoration of earlier restrictions. The Council of the European Union’s
announcement of 29 September 2025 recorded the E3 notification of 28 August and
explained its subsequent reimposition of restrictive measures by reference to the
snapback process. That announcement also distinguished measures originating in
the United Nations framework from autonomous European restrictions. This
distinction matters because public narratives can merge separate legal regimes into a
single, apparently uniform sanctions package.

For analytical purposes, describing the operation of snapback does not settle every
controversy concerning entitlement, procedural compliance, good faith, or the legal
significance of the conduct of participating states. Nor should reporting on
institutional implementation automatically be treated as an authoritative
adjudication of competing legal arguments. A media account may accurately
describe an administrative consequence while leaving the underlying legal dispute
unexplored. Conversely, criticism of a measure’s political motivations does not, by
itself, establish its legal invalidity. The article therefore separates the legal assessment
of the mechanism from the investigation of how particular assessments become
dominant in public discourse. This separation preserves doctrinal precision while
allowing serious examination of the political power exercised through legal language.
The theoretical framework rests on three complementary foundations. The first is
legitimacy in international law, understood through the relationship between

institutional authority, procedural justification, normative consistency, and
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acceptance. Legal validity, normative legitimacy, and sociological acceptance remain
distinct, although they can influence one another. A measure may attract widespread
approval while facing substantial legal objections; it may also possess an asserted
legal foundation while generating criticism concerning fairness or consistency. In
the context of Security Council sanctions, legitimacy matters because
implementation takes place through states and institutions whose willingness to
cooperate can be affected by their understanding of the measure’s authority. Media
narratives help shape that understanding without independently determining the
relevant legal obligations.

The second foundation is the theory of soft power. Within this framework, influence
can operate through credibility, persuasion, attraction, and the capacity to make
particular accounts of international affairs appear reasonable. Media organisations
contribute to this process by distributing interpretive authority: they decide which
speakers receive attention, which documents require explanation, and which claims
are presented as credible starting points. Nevertheless, media influence should not
automatically be classified as soft power. Coercive messaging, disinformation, and
reputational pressure involve different dynamics. The article focuses on the
persuasive dimension of communication, especially the ability to connect a disputed
policy with widely accepted values such as collective security, institutional
responsibility, legal consistency, and the peaceful settlement of disputes.

The third foundation draws on critical communication studies, particularly framing,
agenda-setting, and narrative construction. Framing concerns how a report defines a
problem, identifies its causes, assigns responsibility, and makes certain responses
appear appropriate. Agenda-setting concerns the relative prominence of issues and
the unequal attention given to competing questions. Narrative construction connects
events into an intelligible sequence, frequently organising complex disputes around
simplified accounts of violation and response. Applied to snapback, these
approaches direct attention to whether coverage foregrounds nuclear commitments,
reciprocal obligations, diplomatic breakdown, procedural controversy, or
humanitarian consequences. Each emphasis can alter the audience’s understanding
of the same legal and political development without necessarily changing the
underlying documentary record.

Methodologically, the research adopts a qualitative, analytical, and comparative
approach bringing legal materials into dialogue with media discourse. Its framework
encompasses relevant resolutions, diplomatic correspondence, official statements,

Security Council proceedings, and coverage by international and regional media.
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The objective is to identify relationships between legal arguments and their public
representation, rather than to treat journalistic commentary as an independent
source of binding law. Comparison must also account for differences between
straight reporting, editorials, interviews, and official statements reproduced by news
organisations. These genres perform different functions and cannot be evaluated as
though they make identical claims to neutrality, expertise, or institutional authority.
The analysis focuses on several observable features: terminology, attribution, source
selection, chronological organisation, treatment of uncertainty, and the visibility of
counterarguments. Particular attention is given to whether a contested proposition is
attributed to an identifiable actor or expressed in the journalist's own authoritative
voice. A statement that a government considers snapback lawful differs materially
from an unqualified assertion that its legality is settled. Similarly, mentioning an
opposing position does not necessarily provide meaningful engagement with its
reasoning. The framework therefore examines how much explanatory space
different arguments receive and whether readers can identify the documents
supporting them. Its conclusions are interpretive; claims about measurable audience
effects would require additional empirical evidence.

A central argument is that media coverage can perform a constitutive role in the
public meaning of legal disputes. Reporting does more than transmit statements
when it selects the starting point of a controversy, identifies its principal actors, and
establishes the vocabulary through which responsibility is discussed. If coverage
begins with an alleged instance of Iranian non-performance, the resulting narrative
may encourage audiences to understand sanctions primarily as a corrective
response. If it begins with the deterioration of reciprocal commitments, the same
measure may appear within a broader history of disputed compliance. Neither
chronology resolves the legal questions automatically, but each structures the
questions that readers are likely to ask.

Legitimising narratives can operate through procedural compression. A complex
sequence of notification, objection, institutional action, and legal disagreement may
be reduced to a concise account of sanctions “returning automatically.” Such
language can communicate an important procedural feature while obscuring
disputes about the conditions governing its operation. A related mechanism is the
transfer of institutional prestige: references to the United Nations may give a policy
the appearance of comprehensive international endorsement even where states
disagree over its legal basis. The analytical concern is not the use of institutional

terminology itself, but the movement from describing institutional involvement to
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implying that all relevant legal and normative questions have been conclusively
resolved.

Delegitimising narratives work through a different selection of concerns. They may
foreground selective enforcement, contested procedural entitlement, asymmetrical
compliance, or the consequences of economic restrictions for civilian life. They can
also question whether invoking a dispute mechanism advances the purposes of a
negotiated settlement or undermines the conditions necessary for its preservation.
Such narratives are strongest when they connect criticism to identifiable provisions,
documented events, and clearly articulated standards. Their persuasive force
diminishes when political denunciation replaces legal reasoning. An effective
challenge to snapback therefore requires more than describing sanctions as hostile; it
must explain precisely which legal proposition is disputed, why it is disputed, and
what follows from that objection.

The study gives particular attention to Western media because of their international
reach and their capacity to circulate interpretations across diplomatic, academic, and
commercial settings. However, “Western media” should not be treated as a single,
uniform actor. Ownership, editorial policy, national context, professional routines,
and access to official sources can produce substantial differences between outlets.
The same caution applies to Iranian and regional media. A comparative approach
must therefore identify specific framing practices rather than attribute a
predetermined position to an entire geographical category. The relevant question is
how particular representations gain authority and circulation, including whether
alternative legal accounts are explained substantively or confined to brief statements
of disagreement.

Source selection is especially consequential. Diplomats, nuclear specialists,
international lawyers, economic analysts, and humanitarian organisations possess
different forms of expertise. A technical assessment of nuclear activity does not
independently answer every question concerning the interpretation of a Security
Council resolution. Equally, a legal argument cannot substitute for reliable technical
evidence about the conduct under discussion. When coverage blurs these
distinctions, authority in one field may be extended to conclusions outside it.
Responsible analysis should make the chain of reasoning visible: which facts are
established, which legal standards are invoked, and how the proposed conclusion
follows. This transparency enables audiences to distinguish expertise from assertion

and evidence from institutional status.
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The implications for international law require careful qualification. Media narratives
do not amend resolutions, confer procedural rights, or transform contested claims
into binding rules through repetition. Their influence is indirect, operating through
the informational and political settings in which officials formulate, explain, and
defend positions. Recurrent framing may affect which interpretations receive
attention, which objections demand a response, and which policies appear publicly
defensible. Nevertheless, evidence of similar language in journalism and diplomacy
does not establish that journalism caused a governmental decision. A rigorous
account must distinguish influence from correlation and must examine official
conduct and legal explanations independently before drawing conclusions about
changes in state practice or legal conviction.

Practical consequences may nevertheless arise before legal disagreements are
resolved. Financial institutions, insurers, transport operators, and other private
actors respond to perceptions of regulatory exposure as well as to the precise content
of applicable rules. In principle, undifferentiated reporting can encourage readers to
regard all transactions involving Iran as equally restricted, even where separate legal
regimes require different assessments. This possibility illustrates why
communicative accuracy matters beyond public opinion. It also supports a broader
methodological point: the legal existence of a restriction, the interpretation
communicated about it, and the behaviour adopted in response should be examined
separately. Their interaction may amplify the practical effects of sanctions, but that
amplification requires evidence rather than assumption.

The article consequently proposes a strategy for strengthening Iran’s legal narrative
through accessible, verifiable, and consistent communication. The first priority is a
documented chronology distinguishing established events, attributed allegations,
institutional actions, and unresolved legal questions. The second is the preparation
of concise multilingual explanations addressing specific disputes without sacrificing
doctrinal accuracy. The third is systematic engagement with opposing arguments
through precise references and reasoned responses. Public communication should
explain the strongest relevant objections and show why Iran contests them.
Credibility depends on the quality of that explanation, including the willingness to
distinguish a demonstrable legal defect from a broader political criticism.

A further priority is sustained cooperation among legal scholars, practitioners,
journalists, translators, and technical specialists. Their contributions should clarify
rather than blur the boundaries between factual assessment, legal interpretation, and

advocacy. Humanitarian consequences should likewise be documented through
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reliable evidence and connected carefully to the measures under examination.
Communication directed at international audiences is most persuasive when it
appeals to shared standards: consistency, good faith, procedural fairness,
institutional accountability, and fidelity to negotiated commitments. The overall
conclusion is that media constitute an important arena in which the legitimacy of
snapback is constructed and challenged. Strengthening Iran’s position therefore
requires a legally grounded narrative capable of explaining complexity clearly,
contesting unsupported certainty, and sustaining scrutiny beyond the immediate

news cycle.
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