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Abstract

This study contributes to the understanding of American administrations’ public justifications of
military action in the post-Cold War period, more specifically by addressing the research gap

concerning more recent conflicts during the Trump administration.

This study analyses public justification of military actions during the Trump administration. The
study examines two cases: the capture of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and the 2026 war
in Iran. The public justification is examined in both cases through the theoretical lenses of
liberalism and realism, two major schools of thought in international relations. Sources used in the
study consist of official administration sources, as well as selected reports from established news

organisations covering both cases, and public statements from the Trump administration.
The study employs a method of deductive qualitative content analysis.

The study finds that liberalism has been consistent early in the initial public justifications of the
two cases, while realism gets a stronger emphasis after the military operations have started.
However, the study also finds that both theories coexisted in varying degrees throughout the

studied cases.
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Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War, the world has been described as an increasingly liberal
rules-based world order. Democratic nations increased in number, cooperating, and relying on
liberal theories to uphold peace and stability. This contributed to the US changing its doctrine
on the use of military force and consequently how such force was justified. US security policy
combined commitments to democracy, international cooperation and stability with the
protection of national security and economic interests. Now, when wars were fought it was
generally with one goal being nation-building and implementing a Western democracy, which
in theory would lead to a stable peace, as suggested by liberal theory. However, after multiple
such failed wars abroad a new rhetoric started to grow. The MAGA movement called for
American isolationism.

In 2016, Trump was elected president and promised an “America First” doctrine. Many critics
worried this was going to be a nationalist and isolationist turn for American foreign policy.'
During Trump’s first presidency, the US did not take any new major military actions against
conventional actors.

In 2025, Trump once again moved into the White House. This term would not be as militarily
passive as his first term. In early 2026, Trump launched a quick operation into Venezuela,
capturing Venezuela's president, Nicolas Maduro.” This came after a longer period of tension
between the US and Venezuela, which had seen different tones of justifications from President
Trump, ranging from protecting the people and democratic institutions®, to taking Venezuela's
oil.*

In 2026, the US and Israel launched a full-scale attack on Iran.’ The recent events suggest that
the world is a lot more dynamic than previously; conventional conflicts between states are
once again prominent and the Trump administration gets criticised often for its reasoning
regarding the use of military force. Some have expressed concern that the rule of law is in
decline and that superpowers are acting in their own interests, no longer adhering to a
rules-based liberal world order. How does the Trump administration publicly justify military
action? Is the US still pursuing international liberalism, or does the rhetoric of justification
show a more realist approach?

This study contributes to understanding US justification of military action in the post-Cold
War era by examining the Trump administration’s public justifications for military action in

Venezuela and Iran through the theoretical perspectives of realism and liberalism.

! McTague T., Nicholas P. “How ‘America First’ Became America Alone”. The Atlantic. (2020-10-29).
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/10/donald-trump-foreign-policy-america-first/6 16872/
(2026-09-04)

2 Slayton N., Schogol J. “US military captures Venezuelan president Nicolds Maduro after striking military
sites”, Task & Purpose. (2026-01-03) https://taskandpurpose.com/ (2026-03-22).

3 North Madeleine, Whiting Kate. “These are the Nobel Prize winners of 2025 — and why their work matters”.
World Economic Forum. (2025-10-14)
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/10/nobel-prize-winners-2025-why-their-work-matters/ (2026-09-04)

* @Acyn (2023-06-11) hitps:/x.com/Acyn/status/1667682589333659648 (2026-09-04)

5 Fabian E., Magid J. “US and Israel launch major joint assault on Iran; Trump indicates goal is to topple
regime”. Times of Israel. (2026-02-28).
https://www.timesofisrael.com/us-and-israel-launch-major-joint-assault-on-iran-trump-indicates-goal-is-to-toppl
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Previous Research

Public Justification of American Military Action

Previous research has analysed how American presidents justify military interventions.
Kerton-Johnson (2011) examines official discourse in the form of speeches and public
documents relating to four American military operations: in Iraq, Kosovo, Afghanistan and
the Gulf War. The study identifies four recurring categories in the justifications: international
law, human rights, national interests and “egoist morality”.

Kerton-Johnson finds a significant change after 9/11. Before these attacks the justifications
mostly emphasised human rights, international law and the importance of military
intervention. After 9/11, however, emphasis on American national interests became more
prominent, justifications became more state-focused on American security and egoist
morality. However, this study covers American interventions between 1990 and 2003, and
does not go into modern-day conflicts and the Trump administration. ¢

Oddo (2011) examined rhetorical techniques through which military action was legitimised.
He analysed four speeches made by presidents where military action is legitimised: FDR’s
address in October of 1941 where he constructs Germany as a threat, FDR’s radio transmitted
message in December of 1941, just after the attacks on Pearl Harbour where American
intervention in the Second World War was legitimised, President Bush’s address in 2001 to
Congress as he declares “war on terror”, President Bush’s address in 2002 where he prepares
the public for an attack on Iraq as a continuation of the “war on terror”.

Oddo (2011) finds substantial similarities and consistencies in rhetorical techniques in all four
cases, one of them being the presentation of future threats as imminent, in order to justify
immediate military action. ’

While Kerton-Johnson identifies changes in the substantive arguments used to justify
American interventions, Oddo identifies continuity in the rhetorical techniques used across
the speeches examined to legitimise war. While these studies analyse public justification
surrounding particular wars, other research has examined broader changes in National
Security Strategies.

National Security Strategies

National Security Strategies (NSSs) are important documents of the current administration’s
view on US security. With each new administration viewing the US role in the geopolitical
world in its own way, a continuity has been observed during the post-Cold War period until
the 2010s, using different justifications and premises for American force in the world. While
the NSSs are more static and official doctrines and not evolving rhetoric of current events,
they show the initial official line of an administration’s view on foreign policy.

Previous research suggests that since 11th September 2001, the US NSS saw a change. The
document itself became important to the coming US doctrine of interventions. There was a

¢ Kerton-Johnson N. “Justifying America’s Wars: The Conduct and Practice of US Military Intervention”.

Contemporary Security Studies. (Routledge, 2011). https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203861677

7 Oddo J. “War Legitimation Discourse: Representing ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ in Four US Presidential Addresses.”
Discourse & Society. 22(3), (2011), pp. 287-314. https://doi.org/]


https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926510395442
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203861677

two-fold problem defined in the 2002 NSS: The main priority was to protect American
security, and the second was to end tyranny.

These two priorities can be viewed through the two theories this study will be using. The
priority of protecting American security can be viewed as a realist perspective; extending the
second priority to ending tyranny globally can be viewed as a liberal goal, which can be
attributed to forming a liberal world order of democracies. This is due to the liberal theory
claiming that democracies don’t go to war with each other.

Previous research suggests that the Bush doctrine, which developed after 9/11, maintained
continuity and stability in American NSSs through the Obama administration, which still
maintained a liberal definition of when the US military is justified to intervene. This is the
stance that justified the war on terror and interventions in the Middle East. However, a decade
after 9/11 and an economic recession later, as well as a more chaotic Middle East than before,
Obama made a shift in the NSS 2015, shifting the focus to be broader than only the war on
terror. This change cannot be seen as a shift towards liberalism or realism alone; more
military restraint abroad and the will not to intervene can be seen as restraint, while a
commitment to intervention through other means than military force can be seen as a liberal
shift.

The perspective on internationalism can also be seen as a balance between liberalism and
realism in the NSSs during the 2000s. While the Bush administration's doctrine was American
leadership in its interventions, preferably with coalitions of allies and the approval of the
international community, it did specify that America would not hesitate to act alone if needed
to protect its interests and to act in self-defence.

However, the small changes still show a major continuity through the NSSs from 9/11 through
the Obama administration. The author argues that continuity can be seen through all the NSSs
through the Bush and Obama administrations, and even earlier, with only small changes in
definitions and priorities. *

This research shows a consistency on a general level of the US strategy on the international
scale. It shows that throughout the early 2000s, the US maintained a liberal line of
justification for war, where the initial justifications may have been self-defence-focused
(Afghanistan), but the wars were fought for liberal reasons, to introduce democracy and
liberal institutions.

Analysis of NSS 2017 & 2022

There has also been previous research on Trump’s NSS 2017, which aimed to analyse the
anticipated major changes that were to come with a new nationalist president, who was going
to put “America First”.

This research criticised Trump's first NSS as contradictory. It claimed the two worldviews to
be incompatible: Trump’s nationalist “America First” doctrine, and the over 70 years of
American commitment to internationalism and the internationalist establishment. °

¥ Ettinger A. “U.S. National Security Strategies: Patterns of Continuity and Change, 1987-2015.” Comparative
Strategy. 36(2), (2017), pp. 115-128. https://doi.org/1

° Ettinger A. “Trump’s National Security Strategy: ‘America First’ Meets the Establishment.” International
Journal. 73(3), (2018), pp. 474—483. https://doi.org/1
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Other research also argues that Trump’s first NSS is politically realist. It states that, in the
modern global world, political realism depends on cooperation and that the US needs to
improve its ability to employ its soft power. It states that if the US still wants to maintain its
leading position as a Western power, it needs a strong allied core and to continue cooperating
with other nations. The research, however, points out that liberalism and idealism still make
up much of the NSS strategy, especially when it comes to US military and economic
supremacy. '

This shows a partial opposition to the previously established “continuity” of the US Security
Strategies. The Trump administration was seen as a big shift in the US foreign policy, now the
long-term continuity of American intervention on liberal grounds depended on which
administration was in power. The studies do, however, also show that even with a more realist
president like Trump, making major changes in foreign policy and strategy that liberal
institutions and a globalised liberal worldview still make up the foundations of the NSS and
thereby the American security strategy.

Research on the NSS during Biden’s administration argues for the attempt to restore liberal
internationalism, even in a more dynamic world after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
Research points out the West’s ability to unite under one cause, and its trust in a liberal world
order still."

In general, previous research suggests a shift from liberal justifications and framing of wars
and their goals from the post-9/11 era, to a nationalistic president like Trump having a
noticeable effect on US foreign policy. However, this research has only analysed Trump’s
doctrine during his first term in office. This paper will contribute to analysing his second term
in office as well, which has been a more militarily active period for the Trump administration.

Research Gap and Contribution

Previous research has identified both continuity and change in American justification of
military action. Different reasons for going to war, but often similar rhetorical techniques
were identified. Research has shown that change in doctrines and the will to employ military
force for political goals has shifted throughout time. Research on National Security Strategies
has further shown changes and continuities in the doctrines of different administrations.

This study contributes with two fresh cases of recent events during a new administration with
a change in recent ideological focus in the US. By studying recent military actions, this study
contributes two recent cases, Venezuela and Iran, to the broader understanding of American
military justification and its development over time. The study contributes to an identified
research gap for military actions during Trump’s second term and the public justification of
such.

1% Wasinger M. “The US National Security Strategy: Competing for Supremacy in a Multipolar World with a
Unipolar Strategy.” Global Policy. 11(4), (2020), pp. 532—534. https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.12859

' Ettinger A. “Truman Redux? Biden’s National Security Strategy.” Survival. 65(2), (2023), pp. 103-122.
https://doi.org/10.1 2023.21931
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Purpose and Research Question

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the understanding of US justification of military
action in the post-Cold War era by analysing the public justification of military actions during
Trump’s administration through the lenses of realism and international liberalism. This, in
turn, contributes to the understanding of how the current administration justifies the use of
military force and, if and how US justification of military action has recently changed. The
study focuses on how military actions are justified in public statements, rather than trying to
understand the underlying intentions of decision makers.

By examining the Trump administration’s justification of military operations through liberal
and realist lenses, the study aims to identify patterns in how the chosen administration
justifies the use of military force. The study is relevant for war sciences due to political
justification being a part of launching a military operation. Public justifications communicate
perceived threats by a nation and therefore contribute to understanding the political conditions
surrounding use of military force. By analysing political public justifications it may be
possible to identify indicators early of a possible coming military operation.

The research question this study aims to answer is: “How are realist and liberal assumptions
reflected in the public justification of US military actions during the Trump administration?”’

Delimitations

The research is limited to time and administration:

Time
The research focuses primarily on the period when Trump was an active political figure on the

national level, from the US presidential elections of 2016 through his first term as president,
his time out of office, and his second term as president.

The study, however, sets an end date of the 1st of April 2026. An end date is important for the
study to maintain focus and avoid being affected by current developments in the chosen cases.
This is also important to fit the study’s intended scope and length.

The analysis of the Iran War will be more limited in time, in order to make the study more
focused on one case, in a very complex and prolonged relationship of the US and Iran.
Thereby, the analysis of Iran will have a start date of January 1st 2026, as this is when the
main events and background to the current Iran War took place. Due to the end date the study
will only analyse the build-up, launch and early development of the administration’s public
justification of military action.

Administration and political movement

The study focuses on Donald Trump and his administration. This delimitation is important in
order to maintain focus on one president and his administration, so the study is not affected by
changing administrations with varying views, which may have viewed military intervention
differently.



The study also allows for analysis of relevant figures around Trump, who represented the
administration’s justifications in public announcements, for example, Pete Hegseth and other
secretaries or figures within Trump’s administration.

Even Trump’s statements during the campaign period between his two terms are included to
show development in his rhetoric and justification.

Theory

The study uses three theories. The analysis of the two cases is structured by applying
Alexandrescu’s “wartime justification trajectory” to the analysis. Alexandrescu’s theory will
help the analysis by examining changes and continuities in justification over time.

The material itself will be analysed through the lenses of two major international relations
theories: liberalism and realism, which will be used as two contrasting theories to analyse the
public justifications through.

Wartime Justification as a Dynamic Process

Alexandrescu (2025) suggests that the justification of wars and military actions is something
dynamic, rather than static. It is something that evolves over time and is affected by new
situations on the battlefield, events, public opinion, international reactions and criticism.

Alexandrescu (2025) proposes a “wartime justification trajectory”. In this model, justification
occurs in four phases: Initial Justification, Conflict Dynamics, Social Reactions and
Post-Conflict Evaluations.

The initial justification is the primary reason for war, which can be justified in different ways,
from moral (humanitarian justification) to strategic (resources, security reasons) or other
reasons. However, once the war has started, the justifications may be maintained, modified or
supplemented to fit the current situation, narrative and goals. The justification for war may
change depending on the war's goals and battlefield circumstances. International criticism
may affect the justification of the war, or even domestic opinion.

The post-conflict evaluation is an important part of any war, which might then affect how
future wars are framed, justified and which future wars may even be started. '*

The wartime justification trajectory will be used in this study to structure the possible change
in the justification of war during different phases.

12 Alexandrescu M. “The Wartime Justification Trajectory: A Dynamic Approach to Justifying Wars in the 21st
Century.” Politics and Governance. 13, (2025), Article 10044. https://doi.org/1

9


https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.10044

Realism & Liberalism

“Liberalism and realism are the two bodies of theory which hold places of privilege on
the theoretical menu of international relations.”"

The study aims to analyse justification of military intervention in the Trump administration,
through realist and liberal theoretical perspectives to determine what recent trends can be
observed in the rhetoric of US military justifications.

The two chosen theories are the central schools of thought in international politics; they are
fundamental ways of looking at the world and determining beliefs about how global politics
work.

Realism

Realism has a role of being a more pessimistic view of the world order, contrary to the liberal
world view, which started to gain traction in the 1930s. According to realism, conflict is a
constant threat in an anarchical world. Realists see conflict as a final form of disagreement,
where nations in the end go to war to settle their differences after diplomacy has failed. For
realists the survival of the nation-state is the fundamental part of its actions.

Realism cannot be seen as one cohesive theory, it is rather a tradition of thought with different
theorists contributing with their own works, presenting different propositions.'* While realism
does not assume that conflict always leads to war, it views war as a constant factor that could
happen.

While realists are pessimistic about international relations, unlike liberals, they do agree that
creating a peaceful world would be desirable. However, realism is about describing the
inevitable state of the world, that the world is harsh, and there is a constant threat of security
competition and war.'* Realism aims to explain how the world is, unlike liberalism which
aims to explain how the world ought to be.'®

Anarchy

Anarchy is the absence of a central authority enforcing order. Waltz argues that in a world
where nations inevitably have contact, each state retains the possibility of using violence
because of the absence of a central authority (anarchy). Since some states can use violence at
their own will, all states must be prepared to do the same, or become subject to their more
militarily vigorous adversaries. Whether for survival or to achieve its own goals, the threat of
violence remains a constant reality. This is due to there not being an agent upholding any real
order in the international community. Even when a government is present, that is no guarantee
against violence."”

13 Mearsheimer J. J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. (W. W. Norton & Company, 2003), p. 14.

1* Devetak R. and McCarthy D. R. An Introduction to International Relations. 4th ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2024), pp. 46—47.

'3 Mearsheimer J. J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. (W. W. Norton & Company, 2003).

' Lawson S. International Relations, (2023) p. 45.

7"'Waltz K. N. Theory of International Politics. (Waveland Press, 1979), pp. 102-103
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Interdependence and Independence

In domestic systems within states, where the government guarantees order, safety and rules,
actors like companies tend to divide up labour and specialise. They become interdependent on
each other to deliver their share of the production chain; thereby, through specialisation, they
become more efficient. This works well within a state, a regulated and supervised
environment. '®

The international community works differently: states operate in an anarchy. Nations do
specialise and become interdependent to a certain level with each other. However, nations do
not act under a government which guarantees law and order. Nations cannot rely on each
other's goodwill in all situations. They always have to consider the risk that one day their
adversaries might become hostile towards them. Interdependence, therefore, creates a
vulnerability between states. Self-sustainability is crucial in anarchy; the international
imperative is more on what Waltz calls self-help. A nation needs to be able to help itself, as no
other nation can be counted on to do it for them."

This creates a tension between national security and independence, and the economic gains of
specialising and dividing labour between states. This is a trade-off where states find a balance
between prosperity and independence.

Although military investments in themselves are economically unproductive, they are
essential to maintain autonomy in an anarchic system.?

Realism acknowledges the nation's interests as the nation’s own responsibility, especially the
nation's survival. Therefore, nations, and especially major nations, will first and foremost act
on their own interests above international interests, because no one else will see to their
interests in their place. *'

Self-help

“Self-help is necessarily the principle of action in an anarchic order.”*

The core problem realists face is that states should always be prepared to defend themselves
on the day their adversaries become strong enough to strike. In a world where threats are
constant and anarchy rules you must either be ready to defend yourself the day your
adversaries become strong enough to strike you, or you should strike them before they
become stronger than you.

Liberalism

Liberalism has its origins in the age of Enlightenment.* It gained major traction during the
20th century, especially after the two world wars, as it evolved into liberal internationalism.
Contrary to the pessimistic realist view of the world, liberalism tends to be optimistic. It
believes that it is possible to strive towards a peaceful world. Liberalism holds that progress is

'8 Tbid., pp. 104105

9 1bid., pp. 104-107.

2 Tbid., p. 107.

2! Tbid., pp. 107-110.

2 Ibid., p. 111.

2 Mearsheimer J. J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 15.
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achieved through increased cooperation and harmony between nations. This, in turn, will
enhance international peace. Liberalism seeks to outline how to organise and reform the
international system to achieve the goals of peace and prosperity. This leads realists to often
accuse them of being naive and utopian, while liberals, on the other hand, accuse realists of
being fatalistic.**

While liberalism strives for international stability, it admits that this harmonious state can
only be achieved among states that are alike. International liberalism often goes hand in hand
with domestic liberal systems and reforms. Institutions such as democracy and free trade are
among the domestic liberal pillars that benefit international liberalism®, even if modern
examples like Saudi Arabia show that this is not always the case.

Liberalism strives toward achieving global stability and harmony through international
institutions. This developed after the First World War, drawing on already domestic liberal
ideas of democracy, free markets, and institutions. Thereby, international liberalism also
aimed to establish international institutions, the first major one being the League of Nations,
and later the United Nations. %

At the beginning of the establishment of the liberal world order, Woodrow Wilson associated
this goal with the spreading of democracy. The “democratic peace thesis” is that democracies
do not go to war with each other. This idea was established during the Enlightenment by Kant,
who argued that when citizens have power over decision-making, they will be reluctant to call
down the miseries of war upon themselves. '

International liberalism, like economic liberalism, strongly believes in values and principles
that should serve as guiding rules, creating the order they strive towards. They refer to
principles of non-intervention, free trade, and liberty for people. While realism seeks to
describe how the world is, liberalism aims to tell how the world ought to be.

Cooperation

Hegemony creates order, which is something both realists and liberals agree on. However,
contrary to realists, liberals argue that after the withdrawal of a hegemony, order does not

simply disappear. This is where liberalism argues that the relevance of hegemonies in the

future is questionable. *

Contrary to realists, liberals see interdependence as something that not only can be a

vulnerability, but also a possibility to transmit good influences, like growth and prosperity. *°

24 Bell D. “Liberal Internationalism.” Encyclopaedia Britannica.
https://www.britannica.com/topic/liberal-internationalism (2026-09-04).

 Tbid.

2% Lawson S. International Relations, p. 43.

7 1bid., p. 44.

% 1bid., p. 45.

¥ Mearsheimer J. J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 49.

3 Keohane R. O. After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy. (Princeton
University Press, 1984), p. 5.
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Summary

Liberalism and realism are two ways of organising world order. Liberalism strives to achieve
coalitions of democratic nations, multilateral cooperation and international order. Liberalism
sees the world through an optimistic viewpoint, wanting to make up boundaries of how
nations are to act on the global stage. Liberalism also seeks to spread democracy and liberal
institutions, arguing that democracies that share liberal values and cooperate will seldom have
conflicts, but will rather focus on economic growth, rather than power.

Realists on the other hand argue the international stage is an anarchy. There are no rules on
this level of society, as there is no global government that enforces them. Realists argue that
all nations have an inherent strive for power, mainly due to survival mechanisms. A nation
needs to strive for power, as its adversaries do the same. If one’s adversaries become more
powerful they may then strike and be an existential threat to one’s nation. Realists argue that
survival of the nation comes as a natural main goal for any nation.

Method

The study is a qualitative, theory-consuming case study, designed to examine how the
Trump administration publicly justifies the use of military action in the cases of
Venezuela and Iran.

The study is qualitative because it interprets arguments and meanings expressed in public
statements made by a specific administration in texts, speeches, announcements and other
public forums.*!

The study is theory-consuming due to it using realism and liberalism as analytical tools to
interpret the material through, rather than testing the theories themselves.*> The material is
analysed through deductive qualitative content analysis guided by theoretical indicators as
presented in the operationalisation.

Research Design

The study is a theory-consuming case study in which two selected cases of US military action
are analysed through the theoretical perspectives of realism and liberalism. The analysis
focuses on how these cases are justified in official discourse, including statements, speeches,
and policy positions expressed by President Trump and his administration.

Choice of cases

The study is limited to two specific cases in which the Trump administration has acted with
major military operations against sovereign states:

Arrest of Nicolas Maduro. The arrest of Nicolas Maduro was a controversial, yet substantial
military operation that lasted hours and led to the capture of a president. Due to the unique

31 Boréus K. and Bergstrom G. Textens mening och makt. 4th ed. (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 2018), pp. 50-51.
32 Esaiasson P., Gilljam M., Oscarsson H., Sundell A., Towns A. and Wingnerud L. Metodpraktikan: Konsten
att studera mdnniskor, organisationer och samhdllen. 6th ed. (Stockholm: Norstedts Juridik, 2024), pp. 38-39.
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situation of arresting a president of a foreign country this case shows a major stance of how
the administration views and justifies the use of military force.

Attack on Iran. A major military campaign which Trump has started during his time as
president. This is an important case to analyse the administration’s justification of how it
views military intervention. Due to this being one of the very few major military actions taken
by Trump it is central in analysing how military action is publicly justified by the
administration.

Analysis Method: Qualitative Content Analysis

The study analyses the chosen source material through a deductive qualitative content
analysis.*® The chosen method suits this study as the study analyses public justifications of
military action in public discourse, rather than measuring frequency of particular words. This
method allows for relevant analysis of sources such as news articles, interviews, speeches,
and other oral and text-based announcements from Trump and his administration. *

The analysis method helps to analyse the selected material from the Trump administration
regarding their public justification of military action. ** The available sources are thereafter
analysed where the study aims to identify if the statement/position of the administration fits
liberalism and/or realism through operationalised indicators from the two theories.

Operationalisation

The analysis is conducted through a deductive qualitative content-analysis in which the
empirical material is interpreted using the theoretical frameworks of liberalism and realism.
The material is analysed in a fluent chronological order and applies the two theories when
indicators of one of the theories is present. This makes it possible to see developments and
changes in justification and rhetoric over time and to observe a possible shift or pattern.

The analysis does not aim to balance the use of the two theories. If a case is dominated by
indicators of one theory, the analysis will reflect on this. The analysis aims to examine
whether one theory dominates the justification and rhetoric more. The research does,
however, acknowledge the potential coexistence of both theories in one case. To ensure a
systematic analysis, the two theories are operationalised using identifiable indicators.

33 Halperin S. and Heath O. Political Research: Methods and Practical Skills. 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2017), pp. 345-357.

*1bid., p. 345.

3 1bid., p. 348.
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Theoretical Indicators

The theoretical indicators will be used to analyse relevant quotes, announcements, documents,
and other public statements from the Trump administration relating to the chosen military
operations. The presence of one indicator will not guarantee the dominance of the specific
theory, it will create a reason for analysis where the theory is applied to the chosen source and

thereafter analysed through the lens of one or both theories.

Realism Self-help and Statements emphasising the need to ensure
self-reliance American security through its own means,
without the reliance on other nations
Realism National Statements prioritising American interests,
interests and security, influence and strategic advantages
state survival
Realism Power and Statements encouraging the use of military
military force to neutralise threats or adversaries, or
capabilities their capabilities
Liberalism Democracy Statements providing support for democracy,
and liberal political freedom or the protection of
institutions democratic institutions
Liberalism Rules and Statements emphasising importance of a
Human Rights [ rules-based world order, human rights and
international conventions
Liberalism Multilateral Statements emphasising collective decision
Cooperation making, coordinated actions through
institutions and coalitions

Note: Indicators are applied in the context of the sources. The presence of one indicator from

one theory does not automatically exclude the presence of the other theory as well, for
example referring to the use of military force does not make a statement inherently realist.

Data Collection Method

The empirical material was collected through purposive online searches primarily using
Google, relating to the two selected cases. Google’s date filters were used to narrow search

dates to the relevant time periods to which the study limits itself. The searches sought public

statements, interviews or other public discourse from the administration that expressed
arguments relevant to the public justification of military action.

The material consists primarily of publicly available sources online, including: statements,
speeches, announcements, social media posts and other official communications from

President Trump and his administration. Reports from established American and international
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news organisations have also been used covering relevant stances of Trump and his
administration regarding the cases.

Sources were selected based on their relevance to the research question, their connection to
one of the two cases, and their ability to provide attributable statements from President Trump
or his administration. Original statements and official sources were prioritised when available.
The material does not include every statement made by the administration, but a purposive
selection of material relevant to how the two military actions were publicly justified.

Source Criticism

The theoretical sources for liberalism and realism are parts of two large schools of thought.
The chosen sources present only some theorists within these schools of thought and do not
constitute an exhaustive selection.

The empirical sources are assessed through authenticity, independence, contemporaneity and
bias.*

Some of the sources used consist of official government online sources like The White House
web page. These sources are suitable for the purpose of this study as they represent the
administration and its rhetoric. From the point of authenticity the official sources are suitable
since they are used by the administration to specifically give public statements which are
subject to the study, however, it is important to point out that these sources are not guaranteed
to be factually correct about facts, rather they are a primary source for rhetoric and statements
from an administration. Regarding independence, official statements provide direct access to
the administration’s public position. Regarding contemporaneity, official statements were
generally published close to the events being analysed, reducing dependence on later
recollections. However, online sources may be updated or removed, making publication dates
and archived versions important. For the purpose of this study the written online sources from
the dates studied, are ideal as it is precisely the rhetoric during that time which is being
studied. From the bias point, official administration sources like the White House are
obviously subject to bias in favour of the administration, however, it is the administration’s
public rhetoric which is being studied, therefore even any biased statements are interesting for
the study to analyse.

Regarding social media posts: Some posts from social media are used. They are used as either
primary sources covering Donald Trump’s statements or they have uploaded videos of
speeches Donald Trump has held. In both cases they are considered reliable, with the same
argumentation as in the previous paragraph.

The study uses a large number of news sources. When selecting news sources the study was
consistent with choosing large established western news sources. News sources were
primarily used to either describe events on the ground or describe statements from the Trump
administration. News outlets may be subject to bias. When available, statements reproduced
in news reports were compared with original sources or other reporting. News reports may
select, shorten or frame statements and were therefore distinguished from the administration’s
own discourse.

3¢ Esaiasson P. et al. Metodpraktikan: Konsten att studera ménniskor, organisationer och samhdillen, pp.
135-143.
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Research Ethics

This research aims to understand an administration through the lenses of two mainstream
theories and does not endorse either theory, justification of military action or any political
stance.

There is a risk of the research being misinterpreted as a justification of its own regarding the
studied military operations. That is not the intention of the research. Rather, it is to explain the
justifications already made by the administration through the lens of two mainstream theories,
which would allow pattern recognition and insight into what ideologies might be central for
the Trump administration in regard to international policy.

The research uses primarily quotes, speeches and direct announcements of the Trump
administration and Trump himself. This makes President Trump and his administration a
subject of the research which may affect the way they are viewed. However, President Trump
and his administration are public figures who are often subject to journalism, research and
discussion.
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Analysis

Intervention in Venezuela 2026

After a period of tension and threats, the US conducted a military operation in Venezuela on
the night of 3 January. This saw the capture of Venezuela's president, Nicolds Maduro and his
wife. The capture of the president was conducted by the Department of Justice, supported by
US Special Forces. This was framed as an arrest, rather than a traditional war-like action.”’

The intervention shows justification from an early period, already from Trump’s first term in
office. The justification of the operation saw a variety of liberal and realist arguments for
military action.

Background: Disputed rule of Maduro

Nicolas Maduro had served almost 13 years as president at the time of his capture. His rule
was disputed, and during multiple elections, he was accused of rigging elections, followed by
orders of arrest against opposition leaders, with many countries disputing the results of his
elections.” This goes mainly against liberalism, which strives for the spread of democracy.
This forms the base for Trump’s early rhetoric about Venezuela and justification for
intervention, which is analysed in more detail in the next part.

Since 2019, many countries, including the US, have not recognised Maduro as a legitimate
head of state for Venezuela.* This, in turn, can be seen as a liberal justification for
intervention, if not the undermining of Venezuela’s sovereignty, which legitimises
intervention.

Initial Justification: Trump’s early rhetoric on Venezuela

Already during Trump’s first presidency, he announced that action needed to be taken against
Maduro’s regime. He refused to take calls from Maduro, saying he would not speak with the
leader until democracy is restored. He also criticised the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela,
saying the people there were suffering and dying. Trump also said that he did not exclude
military intervention during that time, 2017. *

Trump asked for Maduro to “respect Venezuela’s constitution, hold free and fair elections,
release political prisoners, cease all human rights violations, and stop oppressing Venezuela’s

37 World Tribune Staff. “Trump Administration Makes an Example of Maduro, Will ‘Run’ Venezuela for Now.”
World Tribune. (2026-01-03).
https://worldtribune.com/trump-administration-makes-an-example-of-maduro-will-run-venezuela-for-now/
(2026-09-04).

38 Phillips T. “Venezuela Tumbles Deeper into Dictatorship with Nicolds Maduro Set to Extend 12-Year Rule.”
The Guardian. (2025-01-09).
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/jan/09/venezuela-dictatorship-nicolas-maduro-democratic-leaders-boy
cott (2026-09-04).

3 U.S. Department of State. “Nicolas Maduro Moros (Captured).” (2026-01-06).
https://www.state.gov/nicolas-maduro-moros (2026-09-04).

%0 Johnson J. and Wagner J. “Trump Won’t ‘Rule Out a Military Option’ in Venezuela.” The Washington Post.
(2017-08-11).
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2017/08/11/trump-wont-rule-out-a-military-option-in-ve

nezuela/ (2026-09-04).
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great people”.*! This indicates a liberal justification, which calls for respect for human rights,
liberal institutions and values, legitimacy through democracy. This shows an initial
justification by Trump where he criticised Maduro’s legitimacy due to the undermining of
these liberal institutions. He was mainly focused on saving the people of Venezuela and
introducing democracy, which strongly suggests liberal values in favour of intervention. He
called for an intervention and didn’t rule out the use of military force.** This was justified at
the time with mainly liberal arguments.

The multiple actions against Venezuela, proposed by Trump during the early times of his first
administration, were multi-layered, ranging from economic and diplomatic measures to
military action. This is in line with liberalism, which often favours a different type of pressure
rather than pure military action, which should be reserved as a last resort.

When Trump later reflected on his first term during his time out of office, he had a different
tone. He talked less about saving the democracy of Venezuela, instead, he talked about seizing
their oil assets and how an invasion of Venezuela could benefit the USA. During 2023, while
out of office, he reflected back on this issue, saying, “When I left, Venezuela was ready to
collapse. We would have taken over it, we would have gotten all that oil.”*

This shows how the justification evolved over time. The justification changed from liberal
arguments of restoring democracy and helping the people of Venezuela, to more realist
arguments of self-help of a materialistic nature of US gaining access to Venezuela’s oil.

Initial Justification: Charges against Maduro

In March 2020, the Department of Justice charged Nicolds Maduro, his wife and more than
ten other leading figures in Venezuela with alleged narcoterrorism and drug smuggling into
the United States. Venezuela was accused of permitting and making it possible for
Colombians within the drug business to smuggle drugs into the US, as well as laundering
money for them. Maduro was accused of deliberately trying to flood the US with drugs. The
Department of Justice pointed out that the White House did not recognise Maduro as the
president of Venezuela. *

This indicates a liberal framing for an intervention, actually charging Maduro with judicial
crimes and seeking to prosecute him in a court of law. This signals a goal of upholding rules
and laws, which in itself is a liberal idea. However, the idea of applying domestic laws to
foreign leaders is an infringement on other nations’ sovereignty. This can be interpreted
through a realist lens as prioritising national interests and security over the norms of foreign

*! The White House. “Statement by the Press Secretary on Venezuela.” (2017-08-11).
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-press-secretary-venezuela/ (2026-09-04).
2 Johnson J. and Wagner J. “Trump Won’t ‘Rule Out a Military Option’ in Venezuela.” The Washington Post.

nezuela/ (2026-09-04).
# Acyn (@Acyn). “Trump: When I Left, Venezuela Was Ready to Collapse. We Would Have Taken It Over, We
Would Have Gotten All That Oil.” X. (2023-06-11). https://x.com/Acyn/status/1667682589333659648
(2026-09-04).

“ Ewing P. “U.S. Unseals Drug Trafficking Charges Against Venezuela’s President Maduro.” NPR.
(2020-03-26).
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/26/821933849/u-s-unseals-drug-trafficking-charges-against-venezuelas-president-

maduro (2026-09-04).
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nations' sovereignty. This goes against liberalism in a major way, infringing on another
nation’s sovereignty by applying domestic laws to a foreign country. This indicates that the
US was using a liberal framing to justify a realist intervention.

Conflict Dynamics: Arrest of Maduro

As Trump’s second term in office began in 2025, it was not long before the administration had
a meeting about the situation in Venezuela. It was then established that the administration has
three central goals for an eventual action in Venezuela - “crippling Mr. Maduro, using military
force against drug cartels and securing access to Venezuela’s vast oil reserves for U.S.

companies”.®’

The second two goals go directly against liberal ideas of sovereignty and international rules.
Using military force against drug cartels was seen as controversial, with some legal experts
criticising the action, saying it might be considered an attack on civilians.*®

After a period of rising tensions, a naval blockade*” and gathering of military forces outside of
Venezuela for almost half a year®, the intervention came. On the night of 3 January 2026, the
Department of Justice, with the assistance of the American military, conducted an operation
into Venezuela with the goal of arresting Nicolds Maduro.*” Maduro was arrested together
with his wife, and the same day of the capture, he was indicted on charges of
narco-terrorism.>

The framing of the operation as an arrest can be viewed as an attempt to align the operation
with the liberal rule of law, casting it as an arrest rather than a military action, which would
infringe on Venezuela's sovereignty and thereby go against the liberal world order. The
framing of the operation from liberal justification points can be seen as an attempt to gather
international support or legitimacy for the operation.

However, many nations, including allies of the US, condemned the operation, criticising the
US for infringing on the international rule of law and the UN charter, criticising infringement

* Wong E., Pager T., Savage C., Barnes J. E. and Abi-Habib M. “How Oil, Drugs and Immigration Fueled

Trump’s Venezuela Campaign.” The New York Times. (2025-12-27).

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/27/us/politics/venezuela-trump-maduro-oil-boat-strikes-immigration.html

(2026-09-04).

% Cave D., Wong E. and Abi-Habib M. “Inside the Pentagon’s Scramble to Deal With Boat Strike Survivors.”

The New York Times. (2025-12-09).
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/09/us/politics/pentagon-boat-strike-survivors.html (2026-09-04).

7 Gamio L., Rosenberg C. and Savage C. “Trackmg U. S Military Killings in Boat Attacks ” The New York

Times. (2025 10-29). https: . 202

(2026-09-04).

* Holland S. “US Deploys Warships Near Venezuela to Combat Drug Threats, Sources Say.” Reuters.
(2025 -08-19).

2025 08-18/ (2026 -09-04).
4 World Tribune Staff. “Trump Administration Makes an Example of Maduro, Will ‘Run’ Venezuela for Now.”
World Trlbune (2026 01- 03)

(2026 09- 04)
50 Jansen B. “Here Are the Charges Against Nlcolas Maduro After US Capture.” US4 Today (2026-01-03).

wnﬂmhm&uwmwmgnmw (2026- 09- 04).
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of sovereignty.”' This shows strong criticism from other democracies that are attempting to
uphold a liberal world order where rules apply. The US decision to go against these rules, and
without the approval of the international community, shows a realist logic, where the US
acted against international rules and charters. Realism justifies national interests and national
security above all else. The mere fact that US allies, which often are smaller states that rely on
a liberal rule of law and a law-based world order, criticised the US, shows that this was not an
endorsed operation from the liberal world.

Post-op Rhetoric

After the military operation into Venezuela, which led to the arrest of Maduro, considerable
international debate emerged. In the UN, Mike Waltz, the US ambassador, announced, “You
can't turn Venezuela into the operating hub for Iran, for Hezbollah, for gangs, for the Cuban
intelligence agents and other malign actors that control that country. You cannot continue to
have the largest energy reserves in the world under the control of adversaries of the US.”*
This rhetoric emphasises national security and the control of resources for the US, while
denying its adversaries opportunities and allies. This is a justification in line with realist
views, which advocate for action which benefits the security and interests of the nation.

The situation in Venezuela was unclear after the military operation. Trump claimed that the
US would run the country until a safe transition could happen. However, as the US military
left the country the same night, the Vice-president, Delcy Rodriguez, took over, was made
acting president two days later, and Venezuela's military recognised her as acting president.
The old government remained in power. The now acting president called the arrest of Maduro
an “illegal and illegitimate kidnapping”.*®

This shows that the US did not intend to pursue a full regime change in Venezuela or to
reintroduce democracy, as the operation was very limited over the span of hours, with only the
capture of Maduro and his wife. This shows once again that the initial liberal justifications for
intervention that Trump expressed in his first term, of introducing democracy back into
Venezuela were not on the agenda in this military operation, at least not in the short term.

Summary

During the initial justification and during Trump’s first term, Trump already had criticism
against Venezuela. At that time it was criticism on Venezuela’s President Maduro for being
anti-democratic. He called for the restoration of democracy, the release of political prisoners
and respect for human rights. At this point most of the arguments against Venezuela were in
line with restoring liberal institutions.

During Trump’s time out of office the tone changed, as Trump reflected on his presidency and
said that they could have invaded Venezuela. He primarily spoke about Venezuela’s oil and
that the US would seize it and profit from that. This shows a clear shift from focus on
restoring liberal institutions, to self-help for American interests.

>! Landale J. “US Sharply Criticised by Foes and Friends over Maduro Seizure.” BBC News. (2026-01-05).
https: n rticl 1812n1 (2026-09-04).

52 Ibid.

53 Kinosian S. “Maduro Is Out but His Top Allies Still Hold Power in Venezuela.” Reuters. (2026-01-04).
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/maduro-is-out-its-unclear-who-is-running-venezuela-2026-01-04/

(2026-09-04).
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When Trump was once again in power for his second term, his administration started planning
for goals on Venezuela early in spring of 2025. They established three goals: “crippling Mr.
Maduro, using military force against drug cartels and securing access to Venezuela’s vast oil
reserves for US companies”.> This shows once again a focus on national interests of the US,
and no longer interests of introducing liberal institutions for the people of Venezuela. This
indicates that by Trump’s second term in office the framing of interests in Venezuela was now
dominated by a realist perspective.

When the operation took place, it was framed as a legal arrest, where the Department of
Justice, with the assistance of American Armed Forces captured Maduro, took him to the US
and prosecuted him in the court of law, on narco-terrorism. This shows a will to frame it as a
legal arrest, possibly in an attempt to frame it through a liberal lens.

Overall, Venezuela's case shows a clear evolution in justification. What started as a problem
framed through a liberal perspective became a justification for military action through realist
assumptions about national interests and strategic gain.

2026 Iran War

After a period of rising tensions between the USA and Israel on one hand, and Iran on the
other, the US and Israel launched an attack on Iran, its military capabilities, leadership and
infrastructure.’® The operation had multiple layers of justification, including regional security,
stability, limiting Iranian nuclear capabilities and Iran’s crimes against humanity.

Initial Justification: Iranian protests

In January 2026, Iran saw the largest protests since 1979. Already in early January, Trump
warned Iran not to kill protesters, saying Washington “will come to their rescue”.*® As the
protests grew in number, in an attempt to quell the protests, the security forces of the regime
massacred tens of thousands of civilians.”’

On 10 January 2026, Trump wrote on Truth Social, “Iran is looking at FREEDOM, perhaps
like never before," he said. "The USA stands ready to help!!!”.>® Trump continued agitating
the protests on January 13th by writing “Iranian Patriots, keep protesting — take over your
institutions!!! ... help is on its way” on Truth Social. * The same day Trump cancelled all
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meetings with Iranian officials, pressuring them to stop the “senseless killing” of protesters.
Trump also warned the regime in Tehran not to hang protesters, as that would lead to “very
strong action” from the US.

This strong support for a protest action in an authoritarian regime fits a liberal narrative,
advocating for protection from oppression and support for political freedom. Agitating
protesters against a dictatorial regime is in line with liberal values, where the people of a
nation protest against an anti-democratic regime. Trump expressing support for them, and
even warning Iran against the killing of civilian protesters, also aligns with commitment to
human rights. Committing to come to the rescue of the protesters is a publicly expressed
commitment, largely in alignment with liberal theory which advocates for human-rights, and a

possible humanitarian intervention, considering the large numbers of protesters killed in Iran.
60

Initial Justification: Negotiations

As Iran was dealing with massive protests, and Trump was agitating the protests, even
expressing support and promising help,®' the Trump administration made an order on
February 6th applying sanctions in form of a tariff mechanism, threatening any nations
purchasing goods or services directly or indirectly from Iran. In the accompanying White
House fact sheet the White House accuses Iran of being accountable for “its pursuit of nuclear
capabilities, support for terrorism, ballistic missile development, and regional destabilization
that endanger American security, allies, and interests.”®

In this announcement from The White House Iran was accused of both destabilization and
being a threat, as well as being a threat to its own people and neglecting them causing a
struggle amongst the people. ® This shows that the White House was combining
security-based and humanitarian arguments, showing a combined justification of both liberal
and realist indicators, in the form of national-security and human-rights indicators.

During this time Iran and the USA were negotiating. America’s primary goal was preventing
Iran from developing nuclear weapons. To put pressure on Iran, Trump sent an armada during
the negotiation period, urging them to come to the table, “or face even stronger
consequences”. %
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The mere fact that negotiations were ongoing does not give support for a liberal stance here,
especially as the negotiations were pressured by a strong military presence in the region. The
focus of the negotiations rather shows a realist focus of national and regional security for the
US, by demanding that Iran make a deal to not develop nuclear weapons. The negotiations
were primarily about nuclear capabilities with little to none focus on protesters.

On February 13th, Trump said that regime change in Iran would be “the best thing that could
happen”®. This once again showed support for a regime change, however, Trump did not say
it was a goal America pursued or worked towards. The statement showed a welcome to a
regime change, but does not specify a democratisation of Iran or if it was a goal of the US.

Conflict Dynamics: The Launch of Military Operations

On 28 February Trump held an 8-minute speech where he announced that the US military had
begun “major combat operations” on Iran. The first objective he announced was to defend
American people from imminent threats from the regime. During Trump’s 8-minute speech he
exclaimed that Iran had been threatening America and its allies throughout history since the
Islamic regime took over. He pointed out that Iran was responsible for multiple proxies in the
Middle East, targeting both American troops, bases and America’s allies, i.e. Hamas attack on
Israel on October 7th 2023. Trump also accused Iran of killing tens of thousands of its own
citizens earlier that year during the protests in January. Trump exclaimed multiple times that
the policy of the US and in particular Trump’s administration was that Iran can never have
nuclear weapons. As Trump continued his announcement he said that America will during
these military operations destroy Iran’s missiles, their missile industry, navy and terrorist
proxies and once again points out that Iran will never ever have nuclear weapons, that is
something America will never allow.

“The hour of your freedom is at hand” Trump exclaimed to the people of Iran. He urged them
to stay sheltered but urged them to take over the government after the US was finished with
its military operations. Trump said that “America is backing you with overwhelming strength

and devastating force, now is the time to seize control of your destiny”.%

In this announcement Trump justified US military action by pointing out multiple accusations
against Iran: First and foremost he said that the objective was to defend the American people
from imminent threats. The imminent threats are later explained as their nuclear programme
and the various terrorist proxies, specifically Hamas, which Trump says is an Iranian proxy,
where Trump reminds of October 7th attacks 2023 where over one thousand civilians were
killed, of which he says were 46 Americans.®’

The announcement included multiple justifications for military action. While the speech has
many national-security and human-rights justifications rhetorically, the announced military
goals are only speaking of national-security of America and its allies. The focus of the
operation was the neutralisation of Iran’s military capabilities and to a certain extent their
influence over the region through their proxies. This points to mostly realist justifications if
we look at the war goals alone, prioritising national security and security of allies. There was

8 Sekulich H. “Trump: Iran Regime Change ‘Would Be the Best Thing to Ever Happen’.” BBC News
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no larger goal of democratisation or long-term normalisation of relations, rather the goals
were limited to neutralising specific military threats and capabilities.

Rhetorically Trump does strongly encourage the people of Iran to take over the government
after the US is done with its operations, and that the US is giving them this opportunity. While
this is not an announced goal of the US itself, the encouragement still shows that Trump
hopes for a regime change by the people of Iran, this shows a hope for political freedom and
popular control, or some sort of regime change, which could indicate a liberal view of
thought, while it is not a justification in itself, presenting hope of regime change can be a part
of a justification.

Conflict Dynamics: Regime Change

On 2 March the Secretary of War Pete Hegseth held a briefing on the situation in Iran. He said
“No stupid rules of engagement, no nation building quagmire, no democracy building
exercise, no politically correct wars. We fight to win, and we don't waste time or lives.
During the briefing he also mentioned regime change directly saying that this is not “a
so-called regime change war” but that the world was better for the death of Iran’s leader
Ayatollah Khamenei.® This shows a clear denial of goals of imposing democracy, fighting for
a regime change or nation-building which is an explicit rejection of some of the goals in
alignment with liberal theory.

9968

Iran’s leadership had been “neutered” and Trump was looking for new leadership, no matter if
it was a new religious leader and not in a democratic Iran, the main thing Trump wished for
was that Iran would treat the US and Israel well. He said he has to be involved in the picking
of a new leader for Iran, he drew large comparisons to Venezuela, saying that situation
worked well. When specifically asked if there needs to be a democratic state Trump said “No,
I’m saying there has to be a leader that’s going be fair and just. Do a great job. Treat the
United States and Israel well, and treat the other countries in the Middle East — they’re all
our partners.””"

While a large portion of the established goals have been conventional to eliminate a threat and
thereby often about national security, Trump is clear that they are interested not only in US
security but also the security of American allies in the region like Israel and Arab states, but
also has pointed out that the US is doing a favour for their European allies whom Iranian
missiles also can reach. This shows the US taking the opportunity to gather international
support and favours from American allies, which can be in alignment with both liberal and
realist visions, however, benefiting other countries, cooperation and building great alliances
can be attributed to liberalism.
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A continuity of goals

On 1 April The White House reaffirmed the goals of the Iran War: “From day one, the
objectives have been clear: obliterate Iran’s missiles and production, annihilate its navy, sever
its support for terrorist proxies, and ensure it never acquires a nuclear weapon”. The statement
continued to cite numerous statements from members of the administration expressing support
for these goals all throughout March.”

This shows a steadfast stance on the initial goals and no reason to change these goals, the
administration seemed committed to the announced goals and saw no reason to add more or
back away from any goals. The reaffirmed goals are as previously heavily focused on
neutralising Iran’s military capabilities, especially their long-range capabilities. This shows a
continued dedication for national security as well as the security of their allies and partners in
the region. While this in itself does not present a case for realism, going into an all-out
pre-emptive war to disable a regional rival does, where using one's own military might to
neutralise a threat is permissible from a national security point.

Summary: Iran, 1 January-1 April 2026

Initial immediate justifications of the war in Iran started forming in early January 2026. At
first the Trump administration expressed support for the large protests in Iran, even saying
that the USA stood ready to help. This can be seen as a start of a justification through a liberal
standpoint, where defending civilians from political oppression can be seen as just. As the
situation developed the Trump administration kept promising support from America and
announcing that help is on its way, as well as pressuring the regime in Iran to stop killing
protesters. This was presented as a just cause for a humanitarian intervention, considering the
scale of mass killings of protesters that took place in Iran at that time.

As the situation developed the US started presenting a military presence in the area, at the
same time as negotiations on a nuclear deal started, where the US aimed to make a deal with
Iran to hinder it from developing nuclear weapons. Now other justification points were
presented mainly focusing on national security, points like pursuit of nuclear capabilities,
support for terrorism, ballistic missile development and endangerment of American security
and interests. These new points of justification were indicators of a realist perspective
presenting itself, alongside the earlier emphasis on protecting the Iranian people, the
administration started justifying defending its own interests and national security.

As the first strikes were launched on February 28th the first official goals of a war were
declared. These only mentioned goals for national security and American interests and its
allies. However, a large portion of the 8-minute speech from Trump was dedicated to
informing the people of Iran that they are now given an opportunity to seize their government,
after the US would be done with its operations. The goals now affirmed national security as
the main goal and justification for military action, this can be interpreted as a realist stance for
national interests. Besides, from a liberal point of view, a goal of regime change and perhaps
democratisation would be added for a long-term solution which would, according to
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liberalism, lead to peace in the long term and peaceful co-existence. The continuity showed a
shift in emphasis to only the established official goals and less emphasis on support for the
people of Iran which was emphasised less as time went on.

In summary the justification for the war varied from a heavy liberal leaning in the initial
justification phase, warning Iran against political oppression, against killing of civilians and
supporting mass protests in an authoritarian state, to a war with realist goals of national
security and expressing that there is no goal at all for a democratic regime change, rather more
US influence, comparing a possible ending solution to Venezuela, to accept leadership
favourable to the US and its allies.

Conclusions

How are realist and liberal assumptions reflected in the public justification of US military
actions during the Trump administration?

Conclusions from Venezuela

The case initially displayed a liberal framing and justification for intervention, followed by a
shift towards realist assumptions and goals, which are more focused on national interests, like
gaining access to natural resources and gaining political influence.

Analysis shows an initially liberal framing of possible intervention from President Trump.
This is indicated by calls for the protection of civilians, restoration of liberal and democratic
institutions and regime change in autocratic nations. However, consistent with Alexandrescu’s
trajectory, the justification for military operations is not static, but rather evolves with
changing situations, goals, and opinions, both domestically and abroad.

The case of Venezuela shows this clearly, with Trump’s early rhetoric on Venezuela being
focused on restoring democracy, releasing political prisoners and promoting liberal
institutions, to a couple of years later shifting more to American interests. This was indicated
by the diminishing expressed interest in restoring democracy, instead pointing out the need for
America to gain access to Venezuela’s oil and to deny American adversaries abroad an ally in
South America.

Still, even when the rhetoric and goals shifted toward a more realist orientation, a liberal
character was maintained, as the operation was framed as a legal arrest rather than a
declaration of war. However, restoring democracy and liberal institutions became
considerably less prominent in the administration’s public justification of the operation, as the
quick military action only led to the capture of Venezuela’s President and his wife, both of
whom were later prosecuted in American courts. The Vice-President of Venezuela took over
as acting president, and while America, through a power projection, gained influence in
Venezuela, mainly shown by changing laws in Venezuela, allowing for American investments
in natural resources, no progress has been seen for the restoration of democracy and liberal
institutions.
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Conclusions from Iran

The conflict with Iran has a mix of liberal and realist assumptions. At its core the conflict with
Iran is an old conflict rooted in national security of the US, as well as regional security in the
Middle East. The mass protests in Iran in early 2026 presented the US with an opportunity for
a liberal justification for war, calling for humanitarian intervention after the regime oppressed
massive protests, killing tens of thousands of civilians.

Initially the Trump administration used this to offer assistance to the protesters, framing a
liberal justification, rooted in human rights and liberal institutions. However, as the first
strikes on Iran were launched on February 28th the official goals of the military operation
were announced. These goals were focused on national security and American allies and
interests in the region. Initially a rhetorical encouragement was made to the people of Iran,
Trump encouraged the Iranian people to seize control of their political future after the
American operations, but as time went on less emphasis was given to a regime change.

This shows a similarity with the case in Venezuela, where initial justification, before a direct
military action, consisted of mainly liberal indicators like protection of liberal institutions,
protection of civilians and human rights, but as the military operations began the Trump
administration emphasised goals indicating realist indicators.

Discussion

Result

The study has analysed the public justification of military action by the Trump administration
through realist and liberal theoretical perspectives. The study shows that realist and liberal
arguments are not mutually exclusive within the Trump administration’s public rhetoric on
justification of military action. The study determines that while both theoretical perspectives
are present in the selected cases, they are emphasised during different phases of the
justification, in alignment with Alexandrescu’s trajectory of justification, that justification is
dynamic.

In both cases the same emphasis pattern applied: before direct military operations began, a
large emphasis was on liberal indicators which included human rights, political freedom and
support for liberal institutions, as well as humanitarian protection in the Iran case, while the
change in rhetoric is clear as military operations begin, switching emphasis to more realist
points of justification, focusing on self-help, national interests, survival of the state strategic
influence and in Venezuela’s case the access to natural resources.

The study fulfils its purpose by contributing to an understanding of how the Trump
administration publicly justifies military force through realist and liberal arguments. This, in
turn, contributes two recent cases to the broader understanding of American military
justification in the post-Cold War period. In a broad context this research contributes as a case
study of justification of military operations. This is a relevant subject in the modern times,
where tensions are rising, new wars are starting more frequently and the world is wondering
what applies - a liberal rules-based world order, or the realist theory of anarchy.
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In a military context, this research demonstrates the relevance of analysing rhetoric at the
strategic level. Changes in public justification can help to analyse which threats, interests and
values an administration chooses to emphasise. However, public rhetoric cannot in itself
reveal private intentions or reliably predict future intervention.

Relation to Previous Research

The findings share similarities with Kerton-Johnson’s (2011) study, a shift from legal and
humanitarian justification of military action, to national interests. However, while
Kerton-Johnson studies the differences between cases themselves, this study has found
differences during the cases, in different phases.

The study also finds consistency with Trump’s first NSS, a more nationalistic “America First”
doctrine, emphasising national interests above others, while still maintaining certain liberal
internationalist elements. The study shows, however, that liberal elements are more prevalent
before an actual military conflict, as a clear distinction in rhetoric and justification has been
identified the moment military action approached or began.

Future Research

Future research can analyse a larger number of military cases, studying if a pattern can be
established or identify if consistencies identified in this study also appear in other cases or
administrations. Comparative research could establish whether a shift from liberal to realist
tendencies in justification is consistent with other administrations or if there is a difference
with the Trump administration.

Later research could also examine phases later in the Iran war to analyse whether the
continuity identified in this study of rhetoric and war goals after the war broke out remained,
or if the public justification and war goals shifted as the conflict continued beyond the study’s
end date.
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