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REGIONAL CONTAGION

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

The geopolitical landscape of the Middle East

underwent a seismic shift on March 5, 2026,

as the Islamic Republic of Iran faced the sixth

day of a devastating multi-front war with the

United  States  and  Israel.  The  conflict  has

reached  a  critical  inflection  point  following

the  confirmed  assassination  of  Supreme

Leader  Ali  Khamenei,  whose  planned  state

funeral  was  abruptly  cancelled  due  to

"security  infrastructure"  concerns  and

internal instability. US and Israeli forces have

asserted complete control of Iranian airspace,

systematically  dismantling  the  regime's

strategic  depth  by  targeting  missile  silos,

naval assets, and elite command centers from

Tehran to the Kurdish highlands.

Succession dynamics have entered a period of

volatile  uncertainty.  While  a  temporary

leadership  council consisting  of  President

Masoud  Pezeshkian  and  Judiciary  Chief

Gholam-Hossein  Mohseni-Ejei  has  assumed

interim  duties,  US  President  Donald  Trump

has  publicly  asserted  that  he  must  have  a

personal  role in  selecting  the  next  leader.

Trump has explicitly rejected the candidacy of

Mojtaba  Khamenei,  citing  his  perceived

weakness and the need for a "Venezuela-style"

transition that shifts power to a figure willing

to surrender the nuclear and missile programs

in exchange for regime survival.

Regional  spillover  has  accelerated  as  Iran

employs  a  "distribution  of  risk"  strategy,

launching  retaliatory  strikes  against

neighbors  including  Azerbaijan,  Qatar,  and

Bahrain to  coerce  them  into  pressuring

Washington  for  a  ceasefire.  Simultaneously,

the prospect of a ground war has emerged via

Kurdish  proxies.  Despite  official  denials,

reports  of  US contacts  with a  new six-party

Kurdish coalition and Trump's verbal support

for a Kurdish ground incursion suggest a shift

toward utilizing indigenous armed groups to

seize  territory  in  Western  Iran,  further

threatening the country's territorial integrity.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

Assassination  of  Ali  Khamenei  and

Successor  Disputes: The  death  of  the

Supreme  Leader  has  created  a  power

vacuum that the regime is struggling to fill.

The  cancellation  of  his  funeral  highlights

fears  of  mass  unrest  or  further  precision

strikes on  high-value  targets  during  the

ceremony. Disputes between hardline IRGC

elements  and  the  temporary  leadership

council are reportedly stalling the selection

of a permanent successor, with names like

Hassan  Rouhani  and  Mojtaba  Khamenei

facing  significant  internal  and  external

opposition.
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Systematic  Degradation  of  Military

Infrastructure: US and Israeli forces have

moved into a "paralysis phase," focusing on

command-and-control  nodes.  A  major

milestone  was  the  destruction  of  the

12,000-seat  hall  at  Azadi  Stadium,  which

Israeli intelligence claimed was being used

as  a  staging  ground  for  regime  forces.

Additionally,  US  submarines  successfully

sunk  the  Iranian  destroyer  Dena in  the

Indian  Ocean  using  torpedoes—the  first

such action  against  a  hostile  vessel  since

WWII.

Kurdish Proxy Mobilization: A new "New

Coalition  of  Kurdish  Parties"  has  been

formed, bringing together six major groups

including  Komala  and  the  PDKI.  While

leadership claims they have not yet crossed

the border, President Trump has stated he

would  support  a  ground  attack by  these

groups, raising the specter of a civil war or

ethnic  fragmentation  in  the  western

provinces.

Regional  Retaliation  against

Neighbors: Seeking to internationalize the

cost  of  the war,  Iran launched drone and

missile attacks on Azerbaijan’s Nakhchivan

airport,  a  school  in  a  nearby  village,  and

energy infrastructure in Bahrain and Qatar.

This has forced regional states to evacuate

civilian  areas  around  US  diplomatic

facilities and declare states of emergency.

Failure of US Legislative Restraints: In

Washington,  Senate  Democrats  failed  to

pass  a  resolution  limiting  Trump's  war

powers.  The  53-47  vote  effectively  grants

the  administration  a  60-day  window  to

continue  "Operation  Epic  Rage"  without

further  congressional  authorization,

emboldening  the  White  House  to  pursue

maximalist objectives.

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

Elite Politics & Leadership Dynamics The

regime  has  transitioned  to  a  temporary

leadership council, but real power appears to

have shifted to "those who pull  the trigger,"

specifically  the IRGC commanders managing

the missile  retaliation.  Internal  divisions are

deep;  while  figures  like  Ali  Larijani  are

rumored  to  be  seeking  channels  for

negotiation,  hardliners  are  reportedly

prepared  to  fight until  the  complete

exhaustion of  Iran's "strategic patience" and

missile stockpiles.

Energy  Security The  war  has  caused  an

immediate  crisis  in  global  energy  markets.

Qatar  has  suspended gas  production due  to

Iranian  threats,  while  Iran  has  claimed

responsibility for hitting a tanker near Kuwait

and  a  Bahraini  refinery.  The  IRGC  has

reiterated  that  in  a  state  of  war,  it  holds

sovereign control over the Strait of Hormuz,

threatening  a  total  blockade of  maritime oil

transit.

National Security & Security Architecture

The  US  strategy  involves  "outsourcing"  the

ground  component  of  the  conflict.  By

considering the arming of Kurdish and Baluchi

groups,  Washington  aims  to  pin  down

remaining IRGC ground forces without risking

US boots  on  the  ground.  However,  this  has

triggered  intense  domestic  anxiety  in  Iran

regarding "Syrianization" and the potential for

long-term ethnic conflict.

State  Capacity  &  Social  Order State

capacity  is  buckling  under  the  weight  of  a

120-hour  internet  blackout and  severe  fuel

shortages.  While  supermarkets  and  banks

remain open, schools and government offices

are  closed  indefinitely.  The  regime  has

resorted  to  loudspeaker  propaganda  in  city

streets to project an aura of control, even as
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100,000 residents were reported to have fled

Tehran in the first 48 hours of the war.

Cybersecurity & Information Sovereignty

The  total  internet  shutdown has  created  an

"information  darkness."  The  regime  is

utilizing  Chinese-provided  surveillance

technology to monitor offline communications

and has threatened citizens with a "shoot-on-

sight"  order for  anyone  caught  filming  or

photographing  damage  to  military  or

government installations.

LEGISLATIVE ROUNDUP

Legislative  activity  centered  on  the  US

Congress's inability to restrain the executive

branch  and  the  Iranian  regime's  emergency

delegation of constitutional powers to a non-

elected body.

BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED: 

US  War  Powers  Resolution  (Iran): A

bipartisan  proposal  led  by  Senators  Tim

Kaine  and Rand Paul  intended to  force  a

withdrawal  of  US forces if  no formal  war

declaration  was  issued.  The  resolution

failed  to  reach  a  floor  vote  due  to  GOP

procedural  blocks,  ensuring uninterrupted

military funding for the current operations.

Iranian  Constitutional  Amendment

(Emergency): The Expediency Council has

reportedly  transferred  the  Supreme

Leader’s powers regarding war, peace, and

the appointment of military commanders to

the  Temporary  Leadership  Council,

effectively  bypassing  the  Assembly  of

Experts for the immediate future.

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS: 

White  House  Press  Briefing  (Caroline

Leavitt): Confirmed  that  the  US  is  not

seeking a long-term occupation but aims to

ensure  Iran  never  achieves  a  nuclear

weapon.  She  notably  referred  to  the

Persian  Gulf  as  the  "Arabian  Gulf,"

signaling  a  shift  in  diplomatic  posture

toward regional allies.

CENTCOM  Operational  Briefing

(Admiral  Brad Cooper): Stated that  the

initial  24  hours  of  "Operation  Epic  Rage"

involved  twice  the  scale  of  strikes seen

during the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND

THEMES

The  "Venezuela  Model"  and  the  End  of

Ideology The  US  administration  appears  to

be moving away from "Democracy Promotion"

toward  a  pragmatic,  authoritarian-lite

transition.  President  Trump’s  reference  to

Delcy Rodriguez and the Venezuela transition

suggests  he  is  looking  for  a  regime  insider

who can act  as a "liquidator"  of  the Islamic

Republic’s revolutionary assets. This indicates

a  belief  that  the  current  ideological

framework  of  the  regime—rooted  in

Khamenei’s  anti-Western  theology—cannot

survive  his  death  and  that  a  "moderate"

military  or  technocratic  leader  could  be

coerced into a settlement.

The "Ring of Fire" Reverses For decades,

Iran  projected  power  through  regional

proxies.  Now,  that  strategy  is  being  used

against  it.  The  US  and  Israel  are  targeting

Hezbollah  positions  in  Beirut simultaneously

with strikes in Iran, preventing the proxy from

providing  meaningful  relief.  This  has  left

Tehran  isolated,  forcing  it  to  use  its  own

conventional  missiles to hit  regional  targets,
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which  in  turn  is  destroying  its  remaining

diplomatic  goodwill  with  neighbors  like

Azerbaijan and Turkey.

Psychological  Fragmentation  and

Collective Trauma The  Iranian  populace  is

experiencing  a  profound  state  of  collective

trauma, characterized by a mix of "celebration

and terror."  While  many  are  relieved  at  the

death  of  Khamenei,  the  constant  sound  of

explosions and the fear of a ground war have

induced  widespread  panic.  The  regime’s

inability to even hold a funeral for its leader

serves  as  a  potent  symbol  of  state  collapse,

further  eroding  the  "wall  of  fear"  that  has

maintained social order for 47 years.

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Expect a definitive

IRGC  decision  on  succession  or  a  formal

military  takeover.  If  the  hardline  faction

consolidated power, a massive "final" missile

salvo  against  Israel  and  US  bases  is  likely.

Ground  skirmishes  between  Kurdish  groups

and the 1st and 2nd Armies in Western Iran

will  likely  escalate  if  US  air  support  is

provided to the armed Kurdish coalition.

Medium  Term  (1-6  Months): The  total

collapse of the Iranian Rial and the exhaustion

of  food  stockpiles  will  likely  trigger  a

humanitarian  crisis,  forcing  a  massive

migration wave toward Turkey and Europe. If

a "Venezuela-style" leader is not installed, the

US  may  be  forced  to  broaden  targets  to

include  civilian-use  infrastructure (power

grids, water) to force a surrender.

Long Term (1-5 Years): The likely outcome

is a "failed state" or a fragmented federation.

The  destruction  of  the  regime’s  central

buearaucracy and the empowerment of ethnic

armed groups suggest that any future Iranian

state  will  be  militarily  weak  and  internally

divided, effectively ending the "Iranian threat"

to  Israel  but  creating  a  permanent  zone  of

regional instability.

RECOMMENDATIONS &

IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy: 

Security: NATO  must  prepare  for  a

"Southern Front" as missiles continue to hit

member states like Turkey and US bases in

Mediterranean countries like Cyprus.

Diplomatic: The UN and regional  bodies

must  establish  a  "Succession  Oversight"

group to prevent a nuclear custody crisis if

command-and-control  over  the  60%

enriched uranium stockpiles is lost.

Humanitarian: A  coordinated  refugee

response  is  required  for  the  millions  of

anticipated IDPs fleeing the destruction of

major Iranian urban centers.

For Private Sector/Investors: 

Supply Chains: Maritime insurance rates

for the Persian Gulf  should be considered

"prohibitive"  for  the  foreseeable  future;

alternate  energy  routes (pipelines  via

Central Asia or Africa) must be accelerated.

Regulatory  Compliance: Sanctions  will

likely  transition  from  "targeting  the

regime" to "total embargoes" on all transit

through Iranian territory or airspace.

Investment  Opportunity: Post-conflict

reconstruction  in  the  Middle  East  will

require  massive  capital  investment  in

energy  infrastructure in  non-combatant

states  like  Saudi  Arabia  and  the  UAE  to

compensate  for  the  loss  of  Iranian  and

Qatari output.
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

Today's  Media  Trends is  a  public  interest

experiment  in  applying  deep  thematic  trend

analysis  to  television  news  coverage  from

around the world to explore how responsibly

applied advanced AI can help journalists and

scholars  better  understand  the  overarching

trends,  themes  and  patterns  of  our  global

world.

No data is used to train or tune any AI

model.

Each  morning,  in  collaboration  with  the

Internet Archive's TV News Archive, we apply

Google's  Gemini  3  to  deeply  examine

yesterday's  coverage  from  each  television

news  channel  to  tease  out  the  overarching

themes and trends of its news coverage into a

richly annotated thematic analysis. Each high-

level insight is connected back to the original

broadcast, allowing journalists and scholars to

understand the dominate themes and trends

and  instantly  click  out  to  the  underlying

sources for details.

By  helping  journalists  and  scholars  see  the

broader  trends  and  patterns  of  global  news

coverage,  this  analysis  helps  them  identify

relevant stories and coverage they might not

otherwise  have  encountered  and  uncover

connections,  emphases  and  narrative  shifts

that  enable  more  comprehensive  reporting

and deeper, evidence-based research.

This  report  is  entirely  machine  generated

using Gemini  3  and may include errors  and

omissions. Please verify all findings. No data

is used to train or tune any AI model.

For questions or suggestions,  please contact

kalev.leetaru5@gmail.com. You can also learn

more  about  the  GDELT  Project  at  https://

blog.gdeltproject.org/ and  the  Internet

Archive's  TV  News  Archive  at  https://

archive.org/details/tv.
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