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Purpose: In 2026, the war between the United States, Iran, and Israel proved to be a
significant geopolitical shock that redefined the geostrategic environment of West and South
Asia. The 2026 U.S.-Iran-Israel war had important ramifications for Pakistan, both in terms
of security challenges and its foreign policy, due to Pakistan's exposure to various material
risks associated with regional energy market disruptions and maritime routes. On the other
hand, the situation presented possibilities for diplomatic adaptability and strategic
realignment.

Design/Methodology/Approach: This paper analyses the impact that the relationship
between material vulnerabilities and strategic discourses had on the ways Pakistan responded
to the situation. Adopting the approach of Qualitative Single-Case Study research, this study
combines Structural Realism and Fairclough’s three-dimensional critical discourse analysis
to examine official discourses, speeches, media discourses, and international reports from
February to June 2026.

Findings: These findings reveal that material obstacles limited Pakistani policy options
through heightening fears of energy security, economic stability, and border management.
Yet, Pakistan used strategic narratives focusing on neutrality, international law, strategic
autonomy, and state responsibility to maintain diplomatic flexibility and assert credibility as
a negotiating partner. In fact, it is through these two processes, which were interlinked with
each other in nature, that Pakistan was able to turn its systemic weaknesses into strengths
and thus boost its diplomatic importance.

© 2026 The authors. Published by PJSS, BZU. This is an open-access research paper under
the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial 4.0

Recommended Citation:

Anwar, A. & Batool, A. (2026). The US-Iran-Israel Conflict and the Reordering of Pakistan's Strategic Environment: Explaining Middle-
Power Agency through Material Dynamics and Strategic Narratives. Pakistan journal of Social Sciences, 46(2), 181-193. DOL

10.5281/zenodo.21806197

*Corresponding Author’s email address: rabiaanwary8@gmail.com

1. Introduction

Military confrontation between the US, Iran, and Israel in 2026 was one of the critical geopolitical conflicts that
ever occurred in West Asia. This confrontation was not only limited to a military level but developed into a
comprehensive regional crisis with major ramifications in terms of energy, maritime security, and diplomacy.
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Contemporary geopolitical crises tend to demonstrate features of interconnected disruptions where military
escalation leads to cascade effects in various economic, political, and security realms (Tooze, 2022). The 2026 U.S.-
Iran-Israel war exemplified such developments through creating uncertainties in the world’s energy market while
posing security challenges for strategic maritime routes and connectivity in the region.

This crisis was particularly significant for Pakistan owing to its geographic positioning and multifaceted
engagement with other nations. Pakistan has a lengthy and delicate border with Iran and is susceptible to economic
pressures emanating from any threats to its energy supply lines through the Persian Gulf region. Hence instability
in West Asia has direct consequences for the economy, border control, and security situation in Pakistan (Yergin,
2020). Concurrently, Pakistan has maintained productive ties with its rivals from the region and beyond the region
such as the United States, China, Iran, and the Gulf monarchies (Kuik, 2021). These overlapping relationships
create a strategic situation for Pakistan where any crisis that develops externally simultaneously creates both
vulnerabilities and opportunities for diplomacy (Kuik, 2021).

Prior studies have typically used fragmented perspectives to examine regional crises. The first type of literature has
focused on the material aspects of a crisis, such as military escalation, energy insecurity, and economic disturbances
(Waltz, 1979). Another strand of research emphasizes ideational factors and holds that strategic narratives,
identities, and communications matter a lot to international perceptions and foreign policy action (Wendt, 1999).
Further research also indicates that middle powers increasingly turn to diplomacy and strategic autonomy in order
to cope with increasing geopolitical competition (Kuik, 2021). Although the aforementioned contributions are
significant, current literature is limited in its analysis of the interaction between material vulnerabilities and
strategic narratives in shaping middle power behavior during times of severe regional crisis.

Such a lacuna becomes very apparent when we consider the situation of Pakistan during the U.S., Iran, and Israel
conflict of 2026. The problem brought about by this conflict many different structural constraints for Pakistan
because of its energy dependence, economic pressures, and security problems. At the same time, the Pakistani
government used various strategic narratives during that situation. Prior literature has failed to address both the
process and the manner in which these two levels worked together as well as how strategic narratives allowed the
materially disadvantaged state to maintain policy autonomy and increase its diplomatic relevance.

Consequently, the present study looks into how the interplay between material vulnerabilities and strategic
narratives has changed the strategic landscape of Pakistan during the U.S.-Iran-Israel war of 2026. The study
pursues two goals: first, it explores the impact of the disruptive influence of conflict in terms of energy security,
economic constraints, and border concerns on Pakistan's strategic context. Secondly, it delves into the narrative
framework used by Pakistan to maintain strategic autonomy in the situation.

This paper will attempt to answer two interconnected research questions. The first is regarding how the material
dynamics of the U.S.-Iran-Israel conflict in 2026 had an impact on Pakistan’s economic stability, energy security,
and regional security environment. The second is about how Pakistan used strategic narratives to exercise its
strategic autonomy and present itself as a credible middle power.

This research project is important from both theoretical and empirical perspectives. First of all, theoretically, it adds
to current discussions in the field of international relations in the sense that it shows that the material aspect and
strategic discourses cannot be considered as two independent factors explaining state actions. Rather, these two
aspects form a mutually constitutive process. This is an empirical study that systematically analyses how Pakistan
coped with the 2026 US and Iran vs. the Israeli conflict by adopting a combined analytical framework. By employing
Structural Realism and Critical Discourse Analysis as the base theories of this research, it seeks to provide a more
nuanced understanding of the capacity that materially weak states may hold for exercising narrative agency in
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defense of both their autonomy over its own strategic choices as well as for diplomatically repositioning themselves
within an ever-more multipolar world.

2. Literature Review

Contemporary international relations theories have begun to appreciate the idea that the effects of a regional
conflict extend much further than the actual fighting taking place on the ground. A military dispute has come to be
recognized as a multifaceted problem that has the potential to disrupt not only the battlefield but also energy
markets, sea routes, economic stability, and regional security architecture at once (Tooze, 2022). As a result,
academics have increasingly advocated for analytical frameworks that move beyond traditional security analysis
and explore the wider implications of regional disputes.

Another group of studies focuses on the connection between geopolitical crisis and physical vulnerability. The
contemporary literature suggests that there are immediate impacts on the security of energy, trade, and economy
that arise due to military conflict in critical geographical zones since modern economies are highly dependent on
the transportation and energy infrastructure (Yergin, 2020). The Persian Gulf and Strait of Hormuz have,
therefore, gained significance again, as any disruption in these areas impacts the global market for energy within
a short while, creating risks for energy-importing countries. In cases where a crisis occurs in the region and the
country is geographically close, any disruption tends to become an internal problem.

Another line of research that is equally important is the examination of how secondary and middle powers behave
in a highly competitive international milieu. According to current studies, states caught between competing power
poles tend to be subjected to pressure arising from economic dependence, insecurity, and competition (Kuik, 2021).
This type of situation encourages policies of flexibility and not having too much reliance on any particular external
power. Current literature shows that middle powers now have a preference for flexible diplomatic interactions and
external relations as opposed to aligning themselves through any particular strategy (Ciorciari & Haacke, 2019).
Flexibility is thus a significant part of modern day middle power diplomacy.

Strategic autonomy as a foreign policy principle for states in an international system that is becoming increasingly
multipolar has gained increasing attention in the existing literature. Strategic autonomy can be defined as the ability
of states to maintain independent decision-making amid their interactions with many other actors in an adversarial
international environment (Vu et al., 2024). Recent literature indicates that the notion of strategic autonomy has
gained momentum for middle powers because it enables countries to survive in the midst of intense competition
among great powers while minimizing potential threats posed by geopolitical division. Strategic autonomy is
especially true for countries which have large external dependence and hold geostrategic positions.

In addition to material and strategic factors, another emerging academic literature highlights the importance of
narrative and communication within international politics. The recent scholarly literature has come to view
strategic narratives as a way for states to explain international happenings and make sense of policy choices
(Miskimmon et al., 2013Strategic narratives are known to function on different levels by identifying the type of
international environment, creating state identities, and formulating desired policy measures. Recent literature
shows that narratives have an impact on diplomacy, alliance building, and credibility perception in times of crises
(Roselle et al., 2020).

The importance of strategic narratives becomes even more obvious when one speaks about middle powers.
Academic literature suggests that states that have relatively low levels of material capacity often use strategic
narratives to enhance their diplomatic presence (Cooper, 2013). The use of narratives highlighting restraint,
responsible state conduct, and positive engagement could strengthen diplomatic legitimacy and create new
opportunities for international engagement that go beyond traditional indicators of power. Current literature has
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shown that the influence of diplomacy now rests not just on the military and economic resources of states, but also
their capacity to signal their identities and intentions.

In spite of these significant contributions, however, some limitations exist in the existing literature. Firstly, research
that analyzes geopolitical crises continues to focus on the tangible elements of military power, economic
weaknesses, and energy insecurity while paying relatively little heed to the ideational factors involved in
understanding these pressures. Secondly, studies centered on strategic narratives often examine the
communicative processes separately from the material structures within which such narratives are both produced
and limited. Third, while middle powers have come to be seen as possessing greater strategic flexibility and
diplomatic agency, few said about how vulnerable countries convert crises into diplomatic opportunities.

These limitations highlight an analytical deficiency that exists within the literature. The current literature typically
separates material vulnerabilities from strategic narratives as two different explanatory areas and thus offers a
partial explanation of state behavior in times of crisis in the region. Limited information is available on how
structural forces and narrative agency may combine to influence the behavior of middle powers facing multifaceted
geopolitical challenges. It is especially relevant to analyze the gap in terms of how Pakistan responded to the 2026
U.S.-Iran-Israel crisis, creating both vulnerabilities and strategic opportunities.

3. Theoretical Framework

The analysis in this paper proposes a holistic analytical paradigm that brings together structural realism and
Fairclough’s Three-Dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) in order to analyze Pakistan’s reactions to the
U.S.-Iran-Israel crisis of 2026. The core idea of the paradigm under consideration is that state behavior during
crises in the region depends on interactions of material conditions and strategic narratives. Structural realism
accounts for the impact of the external environment and how it influences the vulnerability and incentive of a state
and thus its behavior.

According to Structural Realism, the international system is anarchic in nature since there is no central authority
that is responsible for imposing order and providing security (Waltz, 1979). States conduct foreign policies under
the state of anarchy where there is uncertainty in terms of the survival and security of the state in this uncertain
environment. This is because of the distribution of material capabilities where states adapt to the changing balance
of power within the international system.

For Pakistan, the 2026 conflict involving the United States, Iran, and Israel was indeed such a source of structural
pressures. The military actions in West Asia created more uncertainties concerning the availability of resources,
trade routes through the sea, and security along the borders. Such vulnerabilities became realities that impacted
the strategic environment of Pakistan. From the viewpoint of Structural Realism, such vulnerabilities create a
situation where states become inclined to formulate policies designed to reduce threats and remain flexible.

Despite the success of Structural Realism in explaining the constraints imposed by external pressure, it only
partially explains how states perceive crises and communicate their policies in response (Waltz, 1979). However,
states do not just respond to material realities like robots, but they create meaning, give reasons for their actions,
and create identities using discourse (Wendt, 1999). For this reason, analyzing foreign policy reactions needs a
theory that is able to look at ideational aspects of state actions and discursive construction of social and political
reality (Fairclough, 1995).

One such methodological framework is offered by the Three Dimensional Approach to Critical Discourse Analysis
developed by Fairclough, who understands discourse as a practice that takes place on three different levels - textual,
discursive-practice and social-practice (Fairclough, 1995). In the textual level analysis, we examine the vocabulary,
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metaphors and other linguistic devices that convey certain meaning. The discursive-practice level analysis explores
the production, dissemination and interpretation of discourse.

As applied to the current study, Critical Discourse Analysis allows for the critical analysis of the way Pakistan used
strategic narratives in the given context (Fairclough, 1995). Various official pronouncements, speeches, and media
representations made constant references to terms like restraint, diplomacy, de-escalation, international law, and
strategic autonomy (Miskimmon et al., 2013). These linguistic strategies were not only simple descriptors but were
used strategically in order to build Pakistan’s identity as an independent and responsible middle power that could
interact with different parties without getting into regional confrontation itself (Cooper, 2013). Consequently,
critical discourse analysis allows for an understanding of the ways narratives functioned in order to preserve
diplomatic flexibility and political legitimacy (Fairclough, 1995).

Combining Structural Realism and Critical Discourse Analysis provides a number of analytical benefits. To begin
with, it does not provide reductionist explanations of foreign policy actions, which can be solely explained through
material capabilities or ideas (Waltz, 1979). Disruptions in the material realm account for the pressures created by
the external crisis situations in Pakistan, whereas discourse analysis is responsible for understanding the political
handling of these pressures (Fairclough, 1995). Secondly, an integrated theory accepts the idea that structures and
discourses are co-constitutive processes rather than alternative theories to each other (Miskimmon et al., 2013).
The material circumstances act as inducements and constraints, whereas the strategic narrative acts as a mediator
between the two through influencing the perception of states, justifying their policy options, and creating new
diplomatic avenues (Miskimmon et al., 2013). Thirdly, the theoretical perspective offers a better understanding of
middle power actions in a changing multipolar world order, where states often find themselves vulnerable
externally while maintaining their strategic independence (Kuik, 2021).

Figure 1
Integrated Analytical Framework

U.S.-Iran-Israel Conflict (2026)

v

Material Vulnerabilities
* Energy Insecurity
¢ Economic Pressures
» Border Tensions

v

Structural Constraints
(Structural Realism)

'

Strategic Narratives
* Neutrality and Restraint
« Strategic Autonomy
* Responsible State Identity
* Diplomatic Engagement
(Fairclough’s CDA)

v
Middle-Power Agency

Diplomatic Repositioning

*Source: Made by the researcher
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In this respect, this paper considers the foreign policy responses of Pakistan to the 2026 conflict involving the
United States, Iran, and Israel as being the product of an interactive process wherein structural constraints arose
as a result of material vulnerabilities, while the strategic narratives allowed for diplomatic adjustments by middle
powers. This theoretical perspective holds that regional crises redefine strategic landscapes owing to material
disturbances, although the impact on foreign policies of such disruptions is influenced by strategic narratives.

The study proposes three propositions. One is that escalation of regional disputes creates material vulnerabilities
which limit the strategic options of middle powers that are geographically close to each other. Two is that material
constrained countries utilize strategic narratives to justify their policies and retain their strategic autonomy when
there are regional uncertainties. Three is that the relationship between structural constraints and strategic
narratives allows middle powers to turn external crises into opportunities.

4. Research Methodology

For the purpose of this research, a qualitative single case study design will be used to explore the impact of the
2026 U.S.-Iran-Israel conflict on Pakistan’s strategic environment and the diplomatic strategies adopted by the state
as a consequence. The use of a qualitative case study is especially suited to the exploration of such a geopolitical
event since it allows one to conduct an in-depth study of a contemporary issue within its actual environment while
analyzing the interaction of structures and ideational processes (Yin, 2018).

The timeframe covered by the research goes from February 2026 to June 2026, and includes the buildup of military
conflict, its effects on the region, and the reactions of Pakistan in terms of foreign policy. The unit of analysis is the
foreign policy of Pakistan in reaction to the conflict with an emphasis on the relationship between vulnerabilities
and narrative. As the purpose of the study is to analyze official reactions and policies, the study will be based on
secondary sources only.

5. Data Sources
This research uses qualitative documentary analysis that relies solely on secondary literature. Document analysis
is highly relevant for International Relations research, as official statements, policy documents, speeches and news
reports serve as primary materials to understand foreign policy discourses and behavior of states (Bowen, 2009).
Secondary documents are highly effective to study modern-day geopolitical crises as they offer publicly available
evidence on how policy makers respond to different international situations.
The documentary record includes five sources:

1. Media announcements and press releases of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) of Pakistan;
Speeches made by government officials;
Media announcements and statements by Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR);
Editorials and reports from reputable national and international media sources;
Reports from international organizations and think tanks related to regional security and economy.

SIS

Documentary corpus is comprised of publicly available documents that have been published between February and
June 2026 through purposive sampling for their relevance, reliability, and relevance to Pakistan’s reaction to the
U.S.-Iran-Israel conflict.

Inclusion of a variety of documentary resources enables data triangulation through comparison of information

from various types of evidences. Data triangulation is a widely acknowledged method of analysis that enhances the
quality of qualitative research since it does not rely on just one source of information (Patton, 2015).
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5.1 Sampling Strategy
The study used purposive sampling to determine documents that are pertinent to the study. Purposive sampling
was chosen for the research due to the fact that this technique allows choosing of information-rich documents
which provide significant insight into the phenomenon being investigated (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The selection
of documents was based on four criteria.
1. Documents were required to have been issued within the period February 2026 - June 2026 for time
appropriateness.
Documents had to make mention of the U.S.-Iran-Israel crisis and its impact on regional security issues.
Documents had to mention any reactions or policies adopted by Pakistan concerning the crisis.
4. Documents had to have come from authentic and publicly available sources.

Those documents which did not have anything to do with the response of Pakistan or only had a general description
of regional happenings without any implications for Pakistan's strategic situation were excluded from the analysis.

5.2 Analytical Framework and Coding Procedures
The theoretical framework is comprised of Structural Realism and Fairclough’s Three-Dimensional Critical
Discourse Analysis. The analytical perspective of Structural Realism offers an understanding of the effects that arise
from environmental alterations in the external system that lead to the creation of constraints and incentives that
affect the state's actions (Waltz, 1979). Material vulnerabilities in this research are defined using the following three
parameters:

1. Energy insecurity and market disruptions;

2. Economic and trade pressures;

3. Security and border management concerns.

These indicators make it easier to ascertain the structural effects of the conflict on the strategic environment of
Pakistan. The Three-Dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis Framework as suggested by Fairclough is used in
order to analyze the process by which Pakistan created and conveyed its strategic narrative during the crisis
(Fairclough, 1995). The framework analyzes discourse at three interrelated levels:

1. The textual dimension focuses on recurrent words and phrases, some of which include the words
"restraint," "dialogue," "de-escalation," "strategic autonomy," and "international law."

2. The discursive practice dimension explores how these narratives came into being and were circulated via
official statements and speeches.

3. The social practice dimension embeds the narrative analysis in wider power relations and looks at the ways
in which discourse helped construct Pakistan's image as a responsible and autonomous middle power.

This research has used three stages of coding for analysis.

1. The first phase involved coding which was done to identify any recurring concept and expression within
the documentary data. Concepts identified through coding were energy insecurity, trade disruption, border
dispute, neutrality, restraint, dialogue, strategic independence, and diplomacy.

2. Inthe second phase, axial coding was used to establish connections between the initial codes and categorize
them in more general themes. These four main themes that emerged from this are: Material Vulnerabilities,
Diplomatic Flexibility, Responsible State Identity, and Middle-Power Agency.

3. In the third phase of the study, selective coding was applied to incorporate the themes into an analytical
category. It was found that Pakistan’s reactions were based on the process of strategic repositioning where
the mediation of narrative agency from structural vulnerabilities had helped it to adapt diplomatically
amidst regional instability.
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Table 1
Data Organized into a table format made by the researcher

Theoretical Framework  Analytical Dimension  Indicators

Structural Realism Material Vulnerabilities ~ Energy insecurity, trade disruptions, border tensions
Critical Discourse Analysis ~ Strategic Narratives Neutrality, restraint, dialogue, strategic autonomy,
diplomatic engagement

Table 2

Trustworthiness and Analytical Rigor

Open Codes Axial Themes Selective Category
Energy insecurity Material Vulnerabilities Strategic Repositioning

Trade disruptions
Border tensions
Neutrality

Dialogue

Strategic autonomy
Diplomatic engagement

Material Vulnerabilities
Material Vulnerabilities
Diplomatic Flexibility

Responsible State Identity

Middle-Power Agency
Middle-Power Agency

Strategic Repositioning
Strategic Repositioning
Strategic Repositioning
Strategic Repositioning
Strategic Repositioning
Strategic Repositioning

Various approaches have been applied in order to improve the validity of the research. The credibility of the study
was increased through the use of triangulation from various documentary sources and also through the comparison
of statements made officially, through media, and in policy reports. Dependability has been increased through the
use of inclusion criteria that are clear in addition to the use of a coding process that is clear enough to allow other
scholars to replicate the research. Conformability was improved through ensuring that the interpretations were
based on documentary evidence in addition to distinguishing between observation and theory.

In summary, the research methodology allows for an empirical and theoretical exploration of the foreign policy of
Pakistan in the context of the conflict between the U.S., Iran, and Israel in 2026. Through the integration of a
qualitative textual analysis with Structural Realism and Critical Discourse Analysis, the research creates a
framework that explains the complex interaction of material vulnerabilities and narratives.

6. Findings and Analysis

From the analysis, it is clear that the 2026 U.S.-Iran-Israel conflict was creating both vulnerabilities and
opportunities for diplomatic adjustment in the strategic setting of Pakistan. It can therefore be seen that the
reactions of Pakistan cannot be comprehended using either a materialist or an ideational approach alone. This is
because the crisis created structural constraints for Pakistan, but at the same time gave incentives for using strategic
narratives.

6.1 Material Vulnerabilities and Structural Constraints

The dispute had considerable physical impacts on the economic and security environment of Pakistan. The military
confrontation in West Asia created doubts about the security of the maritime lines of communication coming out
of the Persian Gulf via which a good amount of energy supplies and trade of Pakistan is carried out (Yergin, 2021).
Increased uncertainty in the regional energy markets caused concerns about inflationary pressures, import costs,
and economic stability (Tooze, 2021). At the same time, the deteriorating regional security environment created
worries about border management and spill-over impact in Pakistan-Iran border areas (Waltz, 1979).

These events from the viewpoint of Structural Realism are regarded as external shocks which changed Pakistan’s
strategic situation through adding an element of uncertainty and broadening the spectrum of possible threats. In

an anarchic world, states’ main concern is their survival and they try to avoid external shocks which can be harmful
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to their security and economy (Waltz, 1979). Thus, the emerging crisis provided Pakistan with motivation not to
get involved in the regional conflict and, at the same time, protect its economic and security interests.

Moreover, the evidence reveals that the material vulnerability issues were inter-related rather than being distinct
issues themselves. Energy insecurity created economic problems, economic insecurity created problems with
respect to internal security, and regional insecurity complicated the problem of border management. Overall, these
issues combined together to create an international environment characterized by uncertainties and lack of
flexibility with regard to foreign policies. Thus, structural realism can be a good explanation for the behavior of
Pakistan.

6.2 Strategic Narratives and Diplomatic Agency

In spite of the disruptive material circumstances of Pakistan's strategic environment, there was also a tendency
within official rhetoric to construct narratives that focused on restraint, dialogue, de-escalation, and compliance
with international laws. For instance, there was an emphasis within official rhetoric on restraint and dialogue. In
one of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs statements, it was stated that "Pakistan urges all parties to exercise maximum
restraint and emphasize dialogue and diplomacy in order to avoid further escalation." Another official
communication highlighted the importance of respect for international law (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2026).

The repeated use of phrases like “maximum restraint,” “dialogue,” and “diplomatic engagement” created the codes
of restraint, dialogue, and conflict management through dialogue. The axial coding process grouped these
expressions into more comprehensive concepts of neutrality and responsible state behavior. In selective coding, a
more general strategic story emerged, one that focused on strategic autonomy and diplomacy. Thus, the results
show that Pakistan used discourse in order to legitimize its neutrality and maintain productive engagements.

Table 3
Illustrative Coding Matrix
Documentary Excerpt Open Codes Axial Themes Selective Category
"Exercise maximum restraint" Restraint neutrality Strategic Repositioning
"Prioritize dialogue and diplomacy" dialogue, engagement diplomatic Strategic Repositioning
flexibility
"Peaceful resolution of disputes” de-escalation responsible state Strategic Repositioning
identity

Mlustrative Coding Matrix made by the researcher in order to show how documentary data was coded and turned
into themes, as well as the process of integrating critical discourse analysis with the overall theoretical framework
of the research.

The combination of these themes helped build up a discourse of principled neutrality, which would help Pakistan
stay out of the conflict by staying unaligned with either side, while maintaining good relationships with various
other regional and non-regional actors.

1. From the perspective of texts, Pakistani officials used language that was connected to the concepts of
moderation and peaceful resolution of conflicts. The language of restraint, dialogue, de-escalation, and
diplomacy was employed, which allowed the crisis to be defined as a problem that had to be solved through
cooperation rather than escalation.

2. From the discursive practice perspective, the narratives could be found in official documents, public
speeches, and media discourses. It was the uniformity of communication practices that led to the
institutionalization of a unified foreign policy discourse with an emphasis on its neutral position and
diplomacy. Repetition of the same narratives served as an interpretive framework that justified the policy
of Pakistan regarding its neutrality but showed it as a constructive engagement too.
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3. Interms of social practice, the language of neutrality played a very strategic role. Through the emphasis on
moderation and dialogue, Pakistan hoped to sustain its relations with different parties who have their own
competing interests in the region. Thus, the discourses contributed to diplomacy’s adaptability and helped
sustain the country’s strategic autonomy amid increasing geopolitical polarization.

These results indicate that narratives served as tools of middle power agency. Instead of acquiescing to the
structural pressures, Pakistan used the discursive approach to understand the crisis and legitimize its decision-
making, thus developing its diplomatic identity. Therefore, narrative building turned out to be one of the
mechanisms by which Pakistan sought to maintain policy autonomy amid regional uncertainty.

6.3 Material-Narrative Interaction and Strategic Repositioning

One of the main findings of this study is the relationship between material vulnerabilities and strategic narratives.
According to the evidence, structural limits and narratives have been interlinked rather than competing variables
since material problems led to the need for strategic adaptation, and narratives offered the tools for such adaptation.
Material vulnerabilities such as those relating to energy insecurity, economic challenges brought about by
disruptions in the market, and questions about border security led to an increase in the costs of direct alignment,
and there was an increased emphasis on flexibility and restraint (Waltz, 1979). This then meant that strategic
narratives turned these structural drivers into public policy stands through the use of the narrative of neutrality as
being responsible state behavior and the narrative of diplomacy as contributing positively to regional security
(Miskimmon et al., 2013). This then means that discourse did not exist independent of material factors. Such an
engagement helped Pakistan diplomatically to maneuver itself despite the vulnerabilities that it faced. Being able to
avoid confrontations and by practicing moderation, Pakistan was able to position itself as a mature middle power.
From the findings it is clear that the middle powers such as Pakistan are not just passive in response to system
pressure. Even in the presence of material constraints because of the instabilities in the region, Pakistan was able
to demonstrate agency by utilizing narratives to stay flexible diplomatically and politically legitimate. It is evident
that regional crises transform strategic contexts through interconnected processes, wherein material threats and
strategic discourses play an important role. In order to explain the behavior of middle powers in the context of
geopolitical uncertainty, theoretical perspectives need to consider both material structures and ideational agency.
Through the use of Structural Realism and Critical Discourse Analysis, it can be explained how material threats
influence policy adaptation.

7. Discussion

The purpose of this research was to analyze how the 2026 U.S.-Iran-Israel conflict impacted Pakistan’s strategic
environment, and how Pakistan used strategic narratives to maintain its strategic autonomy in an era of regional
insecurity. The results show that Pakistan’s responses were a result of the relationship between material
vulnerabilities and strategic narratives. Therefore, based on the results obtained in this study, it can be argued that
neither material nor ideational approaches alone can explain middle powers’ actions in geopolitical crises.
Objective one in this research was to examine how conflict-induced material disruptions influence the strategic
situation in Pakistan. The results show that the crisis created multi-dimensional vulnerabilities related to energy
security, economic stability, and regional security. Increased uncertainties regarding the safety of maritime routes
and regional energy supply made Pakistan vulnerable to the threats of inflation and economic disruption. On the
other hand, the region's instability raised worries about border management and security spillover. In fact, previous
research shows that military conflict often leads to cascading effects that go far beyond the battlefield and create
economic and security systems' vulnerabilities (Tooze, 2022).

Such evidence directly answers the first research question about the impact of the material dynamics of the conflict
on Pakistan’s strategic environment. In this regard, it is evident that regional instability limited the scope of policies
available for Pakistan through raising the risks associated with miscalculations in the region. As far as the theory
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of Structural Realism is concerned, it is logical because states behave in this way in anarchic and uncertain
environments (Waltz, 1979). States aim at reducing risks and securing themselves when faced with the threat to
their strategic interests from changing circumstances (Mearsheimer, 2001).

The second purpose of the study was to analyze how Pakistan used strategic narratives to ensure its strategic
autonomy and use diplomatic initiative during the crisis. It is evident from the results obtained that the official
discourse has always been highlighting the themes of restraint, diplomacy, de-escalation, and adherence to
international law. All these narratives have cumulatively portrayed Pakistan as an autonomous middle power
striving to maintain peace in the region. Thus, it can be said that the results obtained help in answering the second
research question and prove that strategic narratives were being used as tools.

The results also imply that narratives play crucial roles in politics and diplomacy amid times of crisis. The strategic
use of narratives does not just offer a description of the happenings outside; instead, it influences the interpretation
of international developments and justifies certain policy positions (Miskimmon et al., 2013). By strategically using
narratives, Pakistan was able to show its moderation and responsibility while retaining flexibility diplomatically.
Narratives are believed to play a vital role in the formation of the identity and legitimacy of states internationally
(Roselle et al., 2020).

Main findings of the research include the interaction of structural constraints and strategic narratives. Material
weaknesses and ideational influence acted as two reinforcing processes as opposed to two competing explanations
of state behavior. Structural constraints provided motivation for states to adapt, while strategic narratives
transformed such motivations into meaningful policy postures. It is also worth noting that such a conclusion
confirms the assumption that material power and ideational processes need to be studied as interconnected
components of foreign policy behavior rather than separate variables (Wendt, 1999).

The study results can also be seen as adding to modern discussions on middle powers within the growing trend of
multipolarity in the international system. According to the current literature, middle powers are becoming more
dependent on the strategic autonomy and flexibility of their foreign policy in terms of the intensification of
geopolitical competition (Kuik, 2021). The case of Pakistan shows that materially limited countries are not just
passive actors responding to external threats and challenges. Even though their decisions may depend on external
vulnerabilities, they have agency in the form of narrative building to maintain autonomy and engage in diplomacy.
In conclusion, the present paper has posited that regional crisis affects the strategic environment in terms of
material threats and strategic discourses. While material vulnerabilities create the need for states to engage in
strategic change, discourses aid in making sense of these changes and legitimizing them for the domestic and
international audience alike. Through the use of Structural Realism and Critical Discourse Analysis, it is revealed
that vulnerable states may exercise narrative power even under external pressure in order to retain their
sovereignty and bring about diplomatic change.

8. Conclusion and Policy Implications

The 2026 clash involving the U.S., Iran, and Israel was a notable geopolitical shock that reshaped Pakistan’s
strategic landscape through the creation of simultaneous economic, security, diplomatic, and socio-political
dilemmas for the state. The results show that the shock posed to Pakistan a number of material threats in terms of
energy insecurity, economic instability, maritime disruption, and apprehensions over border security. It has also
raised fears over the risk of activating sectarian sensitivities in Pakistan’s religiously diverse society, where Sunni-
Shia tensions are known to have historically been shaped by events in the wider Middle Eastern region and used
for manipulation at times by transnational ideologically and politically motivated actors (Nasr, 2006). Such trends
have severely limited the options of Pakistan’s strategy and amplified the risks involved in the process of regional
entanglement (Tooze, 2022).
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The core theoretical implication of this paper is in its demonstration of the relationship between structure and
narrative agency. It can be said from the results that material vulnerability and strategic narratives have worked as
interrelated concepts rather than alternatives to each other as theories of explaining the foreign policies. Structural
factors have created a set of incentives for the adaptation, while narratives have explained and communicated these
adaptations. It can be said from this theory that middle powers are neither passive objects of structural pressures
nor agents fully autonomous from structure that can escape it (Wendt, 1999).

In addition, this analysis adds to the body of knowledge on middle power diplomacy. According to previous
research, it seems that strategic autonomy and diplomatic flexibility become necessary tools for middle powers to
cope with increasing geopolitical rivalry (Kuik, 2021). This example shows that middle powers can turn external
challenges into an opportunity for diplomatic leverage through flexible alignment and creation of discourses
focused on moderation and responsibility. Thus, diplomatic influence in the new multipolar world order becomes
possible not only due to material assets but also to the ability to construct credible identities (Cooper, 2013).

9. Policy Implications
The results have multiple implications for policy.

1. Pakistan needs to minimize vulnerabilities due to external energy dependency by diversifying its sources of
energy as well as its sources of energy delivery because regional disruption nowadays carries direct
economic and political ramifications (Yergin, 2021).

2. Pakistan needs to improve institutional processes that will allow it to monitor multifaceted geopolitical risks
related to maritime security, border management, and domestic impacts of regional crisis.

3. The policy makers should keep pursuing multidirectional diplomacy and strategic autonomy.

4. Finally, Pakistan should adopt strategic communication as an inherent part of its foreign policy practice.
Stories about neutrality, dialogue, and responsible behavior by states could bolster diplomatic credibility
and open up more avenues for diplomacy during unstable times. Strategic stories should thus be seen not
simply as tools of rhetoric but rather as powerful instruments of middle power diplomacy.

The limitations of the current research include its narrow scope, which concentrates only on one case study and
does not intend to uncover universal patterns of behavior of middle powers. Future research may consider a
comparative analysis of other middle powers, which are faced with the same type of crisis situation. In conclusion,
the analysis shows that regional crises reshape strategic environments via the interaction of material pressures and
discourses. The example of Pakistan shows that countries which lack resources can maintain their strategic
autonomy and increase their influence in diplomacy through the use of discourses to reinterpret threats and
minimize risks.
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