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    To the nameless dead—
the children of Minab whose schoolroom became a grave, the protesters of Tehran whose voices were silenced before the world could hear them, the sailors and soldiers of many nations caught in a war they did not choose, and the ordinary men and women across twelve countries who woke one morning to find history descending upon their homes.
 
You are not a footnote. You are the reason this book was written.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A superpower that can flatten a capital but cannot end a war, that can assassinate a supreme leader but cannot silence a drone, that can dominate every battlefield and lose every peace— such a power has not declined. It has been revealed.The myth did not break in 2026. It was always broken. We simply ran out of distance from which to admire it."
 
 — Dr. Naim Tahir Baig When the Superpower Myth Broke, 2026
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When the Superpower Myth Broke

USA–Iran War, March 2026 • A Global Perspective

––––––––
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I.  GENESIS OF THIS WORK

Some books are chosen by their authors. This one chose me. In the early hours of 28 February 2026, as the first Tomahawk missiles streaked over Tehran and the world’s news alerts erupted with word of Operation Epic Fury, I found myself not merely observing a breaking story but witnessing the culmination of a process I had been tracking, writing about, and warning against for the better part of a decade. My earlier work, The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can the US Escape Declinism from Hegemonic Triumphalism, had argued that the architecture of American unipolarity was structurally unsound—that the confidence with which Washington wielded military power had long since outpaced the legitimacy, capacity, and wisdom that such power requires. The Iran War of 2026 was not a refutation of that argument. It was its proof.

I have spent over two decades studying the international system from Lahore, a city that sits at one of the great historical crossroads of civilisations—a city that has known empire, partition, war, and resilience in equal measure. That vantage point matters. The scholarship that flows from Western universities is indispensable, and I have drawn upon it extensively throughout these pages. But the view from Islamabad, from Karachi, from the streets where protesters were shot in the days following the American strikes, is irreplaceable. It is the view of a world that has lived beneath the shadow of superpower decisions without meaningful recourse—a world whose pain rarely registers in the indices of the powerful until oil prices rise and stock markets fall.

This book is the product of that intersection: rigorous international scholarship grounded in verifiable, documented sources, written from a perspective that refuses to accept the unipolar mythology at face value.

✱  ✱  ✱

II.  THE CENTRAL ARGUMENT

The title of this book—When the Superpower Myth Broke—requires explanation, because it will strike some readers as polemical. It is not. I am not arguing that the United States ceases to be the world’s most formidable military power after February 2026. It demonstrably remains so. I am arguing something more precise and, I believe, more historically significant: that the myth of American invincibility—the deeply embedded belief, held as much in Washington as anywhere else, that US military power can be applied decisively against any adversary without systemic consequence—was shattered by the events documented in these pages.

Myths differ from facts. Facts can be contested, amended, refined. Myths operate at a deeper register. They organise strategic behaviour, legitimate political choices, and shape the assumptions that policymakers carry into crisis situations. The myth of American superpower invincibility has done precisely this work for three decades, surviving Vietnam through the mechanism of “victory culture,” surviving Iraq and Afghanistan through the rhetoric of lessons learned, surviving each challenge through a combination of institutional amnesia and the genuine magnitude of American capability. What the 2026 Iran War revealed—in real time, before a global audience equipped with social media and satellite communications—was that myth’s internal incoherence.

“A fifty-thousand-dollar Iranian drone closed the Strait of Hormuz and brought the world’s most expensive military to a strategic standstill. That is not a tactical detail. It is a civilisational data point.”

Twenty percent of the world’s oil supply was severed. Brent crude crossed one hundred and nineteen dollars a barrel. Asian stock markets collapsed by five to six percent in a single session. More than three hundred thousand people were displaced across the Middle East. Protests erupted on every continent. And the United States—having launched the war without congressional authorisation, without UN Security Council approval, and against the explicit advice of its own intelligence community that Iran was not planning to strike American forces—found itself unable to define what victory would look like, let alone deliver it.

The superpower myth did not simply crack under these pressures. It was exposed, publicly and irreversibly, as something that had always been more performance than substance—a strategic confidence that had been sustained by the absence of an adversary willing to pay the full price of resistance. Iran paid that price. The myth broke.

✱  ✱  ✱

III.  METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES

This book was written in real time, against events still unfolding. That brings both advantages and obligations. The advantage is immediacy: the sources cited throughout are primary documents, verified news reports, official statements, and peer-reviewed legal and economic analyses published within days and weeks of the events they describe. The reader will find no retrospective reconstruction here, no reimagining of motivations in the comfortable light of hindsight. What these pages contain is the record as it was being written—the IRGC’s closure declaration, the WHO’s reports on health infrastructure destruction, the Senate’s failed War Powers Resolution vote, the legal scholars’ near-unanimous verdict on the strikes’ illegality under international law.

The obligation is rigour. Writing in real time creates the temptation to privilege speed over accuracy, narrative over verification. I have resisted that temptation to the best of my ability. Every factual claim in this volume is sourced. Where figures are disputed—as death tolls inevitably are in active conflict zones—I have presented the range of credible estimates with attribution rather than selecting a single number for rhetorical effect. Where sources conflict, I say so. Where verifiable evidence was not available, I have not speculated.

I have drawn on an unusually broad range of sources, which reflects both the global scope of the events and my conviction that a genuinely non-Western perspective requires engagement with non-Western documentation. Alongside the House of Commons Library, Just Security, the International Crisis Group, and the major Western news organisations, readers will find citations from Al Jazeera, HRANA, the IRGC’s own statements, Pakistani diplomatic communications, and the voices of ordinary people on the streets of Karachi who were killed for expressing a view about what their government should do. Those voices belong in a serious account of this war. I have made sure they are here.

Throughout, I have referenced my own prior work where it provides analytical context. I do so not from self-promotion but from intellectual honesty: the reader deserves to know where my interpretive framework was formed and where my predictions can be tested against what actually occurred. My 2019 analysis of the Islamic Republic’s internal political architecture, published on Academia.edu, my 2025 paper on the Saudi-Pakistan Strategic Partnership and nuclear deterrence, and my co-authored study of Operation Rising Lion inform much of what follows. I flag those antecedents so that the reader can assess my analysis against the record.

✱  ✱  ✱

IV.  A NOTE ON STRUCTURE

The book is organised in twelve chapters that move from the historical and conceptual foundations of American exceptionalism, through the immediate causes of the 2026 conflict, into the operational details of the war itself, and outward to its global consequences—legal, economic, humanitarian, diplomatic, and political. The final chapter attempts synthesis: to ask what, exactly, the war has revealed about the nature of power in the twenty-first century, and what that revelation demands of scholars, policymakers, and citizens.

Chapters One and Two establish the two poles of the conflict: the mythology of American invincibility and the architecture of the Islamic Republic. Neither can be understood adequately without its history. Chapter Three reconstructs the three-month escalatory ladder from the Iranian protests of December 2025 through the military buildup, the Oman negotiations, and the eve of war. Chapters Four and Five provide the most detailed public account yet assembled of Operation Epic Fury—its targets, its weapons systems, its legal violations, its human cost—and of Iran’s extraordinary retaliatory response across twelve countries.

Chapters Six through Ten examine the concentric circles of consequence: the collapse of Western consensus, the crisis of international law, the economic earthquake, the humanitarian reckoning, and the global protest movements that erupted on every continent. Chapter Eleven turns to Iran’s internal future—the succession crisis, the IRGC’s durability, the question of what comes after Khamenei in a state under bombardment. Chapter Twelve draws the threads together into the book’s final argument.

The Appendices contain the full event chronology, casualty and economic data tables, and a master reference list. The Bibliography is comprehensive and fully verifiable; I have taken pains to exclude any source I could not independently confirm, and to flag where the evidentiary base remains incomplete.

✱  ✱  ✱

V.  A PERSONAL AND SCHOLARLY NOTE

I write as a Pakistani scholar. That identity carries specific obligations and specific permissions that I wish to be explicit about. The obligation is impartiality: I have made every effort to assess the actions of all parties—the United States, Israel, Iran, the Gulf states, Russia, China, and the international institutions—against the same evidentiary and legal standards. I have not applied a double standard favourable to any party, including Pakistan’s government, whose condemnation of the strikes I have documented alongside the street protests in which Pakistani citizens died. The scholarship in these pages is not advocacy.

The permission that my vantage point grants is this: to name what Western scholars sometimes struggle to name. The selective application of the “rules-based international order” is not a new observation in the Global South. It has been lived experience for generations. What the 2026 Iran War accomplished was to make that selective application visible to audiences in Oslo and Madrid and Seoul who had previously assumed the order was more consistently applied than it is. I have written for those audiences as much as for the audiences in Lahore and Cairo and Jakarta who needed no introduction to the asymmetry.

I have also written with full awareness that the war is not over as these words are committed to print. History does not wait for scholars to finish their sentences. Some of what I have written will be overtaken by events; some of my assessments will prove wrong. I ask only that they be assessed against the evidence available at the time of writing, against the rigour of the reasoning, and against the standard I have attempted to maintain throughout a career of over 125 published works: that scholarship, however urgent its subject matter, must remain honest about what it knows, transparent about what it does not, and relentless in its commitment to the documented record over the comforts of predetermined conclusion.

✱  ✱  ✱

VI.  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I owe debts of gratitude that a Preface cannot adequately discharge. To my colleagues at PDS&CE Pakistan, whose intellectual environment has sustained my work across decades and across disciplines: this book bears the imprint of countless conversations conducted in that institution’s seminar rooms and corridors. To my co-authors and research partners—Sidra Ishaq, Dr. Hassan Farooq Mashwani, and Shahida Iqbal, among others—whose collaborative scholarship undergirds significant portions of the analytical framework deployed here: your names belong on more pages of this book than formal citation conventions permit.

To the journalists, human rights monitors, and legal analysts whose work under conditions of active conflict and information blackout constitutes the primary evidentiary record of this war—the reporters at NPR, Al Jazeera, CNN, and the BBC; the monitors at HRANA and the Iranian Red Crescent; the legal scholars at Just Security, Stanford Law, and the UN Human Rights Office—this book is built upon your labour. The least I owe you is accurate citation, which I have endeavoured to provide throughout.

To the students, diplomats, policymakers, and general readers across five continents who have engaged with my prior work and who have, through their questions and challenges, sharpened my thinking: you are the reason this work is written for a broad audience rather than an academic one alone. The analysis of power is too important to be confined to those who already hold it.

And to the dead—the one hundred and sixty-eight girls killed at the Shajareh Tayyebeh school in Minab; the more than seven thousand protesters documented by HRANA who lost their lives in the preceding months; the civilians across twelve countries who absorbed the consequences of decisions made by men far from their homes—this book cannot restore what was taken from you. It can, and must, ensure that what happened to you is recorded, understood, and never permitted the comfortable erasure of “collateral damage.”
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“The study of international relations cannot be confined to the ivory towers of the West,

nor can it be divorced from the lived experiences of nations that have struggled

for independence, sovereignty, and dignity in a complex world order.”

— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig, International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective (2025)
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CHAPTER 1
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The Myth of Invincibility:

How America Built Its Superpower Identity

Historical and Conceptual Foundation

Author's Prefatory Note

Writing in March 2026, as the smoke of Operation Epic Fury still hangs over Tehran and the strait that carries a fifth of the world’s oil sits effectively closed to Western shipping, I am conscious that this chapter will be read against the backdrop of events that are still unfolding. That is not a disadvantage. It is, rather, an invitation to precision. History does not pause for tidy periodisation, and the scholar who waits for dust to settle risks mistaking the calm of amnesia for the clarity of perspective. I have chosen to begin not with the first missile fired on the night of 28 February 2026, but with something older and, in my view, more consequential: the story that Americans tell themselves about what their power means, where it comes from, and — crucially — why it can never truly fail. It is that story, and not any single military decision, that is the subject of Chapter 1.

From where I write, in the intellectual tradition of Pakistan’s international relations scholarship, the American superpower myth has always appeared as a curiously self-confirming structure. When American power succeeds, the myth is vindicated. When it fails, the failure is attributed to insufficient will, political interference, or treachery — never to structural limits. This cognitive architecture, which this chapter will trace from its Puritan theological roots through its Cold War institutional form to its twenty-first century martial expression, is the deeper subject of the book you are reading. Operation Epic Fury did not begin in February 2026. It began in 1630, on the deck of a ship crossing the Atlantic.
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Section 1.1 — The Architecture of American Exceptionalism
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Every durable political myth requires a creation narrative, and American exceptionalism possesses one of the most elaborately maintained in modern history. Its earliest textual source is typically located in a lay sermon attributed to John Winthrop, second governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, delivered in 1630 either aboard the ship Arbella or shortly before its departure from England. In the passage that would be excavated three centuries later by political rhetoricians, Winthrop invoked the Gospel of Matthew to impose a weight of divine expectation upon his Puritan congregation: “for we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.”¹¹

Historians have rightly cautioned against a straightforward reading of Winthrop’s sermon as the founding document of American exceptionalism. Princeton historian Daniel Rogers, in his 2018 study of the sermon’s afterlife, demonstrated that “A Model of Christian Charity” carried no stable meaning for more than two centuries after its composition and was not published until 1838, subsequently lapsing again into near-obscurity.² The modern political myth was assembled retrospectively: it was President-elect John F. Kennedy who, in January 1961, formally annexed Winthrop’s words to the vocabulary of American state power in an address to the Massachusetts state legislature, presenting the founders as harbingers of American global mission.³ Ronald Reagan went further still, adding the adjective “shining” to Winthrop’s “city upon a hill” in his 1980 election eve address, transforming a communal Puritan warning into a triumphalist national slogan.⁴

The theological raw material, however, was not innocent. Whatever the historians’ proper cautions about retrospective construction, the practical political function of exceptionalism was clear: it provided moral pre-authorisation for the exercise of American power. A nation commissioned by Providence to serve as a “beacon of hope” to the world carries within that commission an implicit right — indeed an obligation — to act on behalf of others who have not yet recognised their own best interests. This logic, transposed from Puritan theology to strategic doctrine, would eventually justify everything from the Monroe Doctrine’s hemispheric exclusionism to the Bush Doctrine’s preventive war to the 2026 strike on Tehran that opened the conflict this book examines.

The institutional formalisation of exceptionalism as strategic doctrine arrived not in the eighteenth century but at the midpoint of the twentieth, in a document remarkable both for its intellectual ambition and its lasting consequences. National Security Council Report 68 — NSC-68 — was a 58-page top secret policy paper completed by the State and Defense Departments on 7 April 1950 and presented to President Harry S. Truman the same month.⁵ Drafted principally by Paul Nitze, who had replaced George Kennan as head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, NSC-68 amounted to what scholar Ernest R. May described as “the blueprint for the militarisation of the Cold War from 1950 to the collapse of the Soviet Union.”⁶

The document’s core argument was strategic but its register was moral and eschatological. The Soviet Union was characterised as “a new fanatic faith, antithetical to our own,” animated not merely by national interest but by an ideological compulsion to impose its “absolute authority over the rest of the world.” In this framing, American policy was not the assertion of national interest but the defence of universal civilisation against totalitarian annihilation. The prescription followed logically: a massive, permanent expansion of American military capability, to be sustained indefinitely as a peacetime condition. While NSC-68 made no specific numerical recommendations for defence expenditure, the Truman administration almost tripled defence spending as a proportion of gross domestic product between 1950 and 1953 — from five to 14.2 percent — as implementation of the document’s logic proceeded.⁷ By 1951, the military services request exceeded $60 billion, compared with less than $13 billion in the spring of 1950.⁸

John Lewis Gaddis, the preeminent historian of American Cold War strategy, argued in his authoritative study of containment that NSC-68 represented a decisive rupture with the more selective, politically-centred containment strategy envisioned by Kennan. Where Kennan had urged the United States to distinguish between vital and peripheral interests and to rely primarily on political and economic instruments, Nitze’s framework established a “perimeter defence” of the entire non-communist world, underwritten by the threat of military force.⁹ The consequences for American political culture were profound. For the first time in its history, the United States developed a political consensus to maintain and fund a large standing military during peacetime. The defence budget, which had been less than $13 billion before NSC-68, swelled to twenty-two times its 1950 level by 1989.¹⁰ Permanent military readiness, once a departure from Republican tradition, became the structural condition of American statecraft.

Table 1.1: Evolution of the American Superpower Template (1823–2026)

	Era

	Policy / Event

	Doctrine Category

	Strategic Significance

	1823

	Monroe Doctrine

	Hemispheric assertion

	Exclusion of European powers from the Americas; nascent unilateralism


	1898

	Spanish-American War

	Imperial expansion

	Acquisition of Philippines, Guam, Puerto Rico; overseas power projection


	1918

	Wilson's Fourteen Points

	Liberal internationalism

	Global order shaped by American democratic values; League of Nations initiative


	1950

	NSC-68 (Nitze/Truman)

	Permanent military readiness

	Defense spending tripled; Cold War militarisation institutionalised


	1991

	Desert Storm

	Precision-war doctrine

	100-hour ground war; 'Revolution in Military Affairs' doctrine cemented


	2002

	Bush Doctrine / NSPD-1

	Pre-emptive war

	Unilateral preventive strikes; 'Axis of Evil' framework; regime change as policy


	2018–26

	Maximum Pressure / Epic Fury

	Coercive unilateralism

	Iran sanctions and Soleimani assassination escalate to Operation Epic Fury



Sources: Paul Nitze, NSC-68 (April 1950), Truman Library; John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, rev. ed. (Oxford University Press, 2005); Andrew J. Bacevich, The New American Militarism (Oxford University Press, 2005); U.S. Department of Defense historical data.

The ideological architecture of American exceptionalism thus rested, by mid-century, on three interlocking pillars: a theological narrative of providential mission inherited from Puritan settlement; a political philosophy of universal values that cast American interests as humanity’s interests; and an institutional infrastructure of permanent military readiness that converted doctrine into capability. The combination produced what Andrew Bacevich, reflecting on this entire trajectory, characterised as a “dangerous dual obsession”: the marriage of “militarism and utopian ideology, of unprecedented military might wed to a blind faith in the universality of American values.”¹¹ From this convergence, the “superpower myth” was not merely narrated but materially produced.
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Section 1.2 — Cracks in the Edifice: Vietnam to the War on Terror
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A myth that cannot absorb historical contradiction is a myth that cannot survive history. The superpower myth’s extraordinary longevity — its capacity to persist through defeat in Vietnam, strategic ambiguity in the Middle East, and outright failure in Afghanistan — derived not from any straightforward empirical fit but from its structural flexibility: the ability to reinterpret each failure as the consequence of factors extrinsic to American power itself. This section examines three such moments of challenge and the narrative mechanisms through which the myth successfully reasserted itself after each.

Vietnam and the ‘Victory Culture’ Rupture

The Vietnam War (1955–1975) constituted the gravest single challenge to American military exceptionalism in the twentieth century. A conflict entered with overwhelming material advantages and prosecuted with some 543,000 troops at its peak, it ended not with the defeat of America’s armed forces in the field but with a political and strategic collapse that was arguably more damaging to the myth precisely because it was so difficult to attribute to conventional military failure. Tom Engelhardt, in his foundational study of American war culture, characterised Vietnam as the event that killed the nation’s “victory culture” — the long-standing national narrative that America’s military encounters invariably moved from the savagery of a lesser adversary to the triumph of righteous American arms.¹² The narrative simply could not accommodate the experience of strategic defeat at the hands of what American popular culture had rendered as a less-developed adversary.

Yet the myth did not die. The Reagan administration undertook its rehabilitation with a combination of institutional reform, rhetorical reframing, and selective use of military force. As Bacevich documented in The New American Militarism, Reagan “immersed his administration in military imagery as no president had ever done,” selling Americans a romanticised vision of military service and warfare that carefully avoided the contested terrain of Vietnam while building on the emotional residue of loss.¹³ The Vietnam syndrome — understood as public resistance to large-scale military engagement abroad — was explicitly named as a pathology to be cured rather than a lesson to be institutionalised. The swift operations in Grenada (1983) and Panama (1989) were marshalled as evidence of restored American military efficacy, even though their strategic scale bore no comparison to the conflict they were meant to exorcise.

The 1991 Gulf War and the ‘Revolution in Military Affairs’

The 1991 Gulf War appeared to complete the rehabilitation. Operation Desert Storm, launched on 17 January 1991, combined an extended aerial bombardment of forty-two days with a ground offensive that lasted precisely 100 hours before a ceasefire was declared.¹⁴ Iraqi forces, the fourth-largest army in the world in nominal terms, were routed; Kuwait was liberated; and the coalition suffered 148 American battle deaths against Iraqi losses estimated at 20,000 killed and 60,000 wounded or captured.¹⁵ The asymmetry was staggering, and its interpretation was immediate: precision-guided munitions, stealth aircraft, satellite intelligence, and superior operational planning had produced a “new American way of war” that rendered traditional concerns about attrition, overextension, and strategic quagmire obsolete.


“The United States is the world’s only remaining superpower with the military, diplomatic, political and economic assets to be a decisive player in any conflict in whatever part of the world it chooses to involve itself.”
— Charles Krauthammer, “The Unipolar Moment,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 70, No. 1 (1990/91), p. 24

It was in this context that Charles Krauthammer’s celebrated thesis arrived, adapting the essay from his Henry M. Jackson Memorial Lecture of September 1990. Writing in Foreign Affairs at the moment the Gulf War coalition was assembling, Krauthammer argued that the immediate post-Cold War world was not multipolar but emphatically unipolar, its single pole being “the unchallenged superpower, the United States, attended by its Western allies.”¹⁶ For Krauthammer, this was not a transient condition but the defining structural reality of the new order, and American strategy should embrace it explicitly rather than hedge it with multilateral deference. The essay proved enormously influential, providing both a conceptual vocabulary and an apparent empirical warrant for the aggressive unilateralism that would characterise American foreign policy through the 1990s and beyond.

The Gulf War’s triumphalism, however, rested on a selective reading of its own evidence. As Bacevich noted, the rapid victory confirmed not the universal efficacy of American military power but its highly specific efficacy against a particular adversary — an isolated, internationally sanctioned army of questionable morale that had been denied reinforcement, resupply, and air cover for six weeks before ground forces advanced.¹⁷ The lessons drawn were strategically misleading: the “Revolution in Military Affairs” doctrine that emerged from Desert Storm encouraged the belief that precision technology and operational superiority could substitute for political strategy, reducing the inherently uncertain enterprise of war to a manageable engineering problem. It was a belief whose catastrophic inadequacy would be demonstrated in the streets of Baghdad twelve years later, and again on the outskirts of Tehran in 2026.

The Afghanistan Papers and Strategic Amnesia

The twenty-year war in Afghanistan (2001–2021) represented the most sustained and damning empirical refutation of the superpower myth in the history of American arms. The conflict consumed an estimated $2.3 trillion in direct appropriations, cost the lives of 2,448 American service members, and ended with the unconditional return to power of the Taliban government that had been overthrown in its opening weeks.¹⁸ More revealing than the outcome itself were the internal assessments that the Washington Post obtained through a sustained legal battle, published in December 2019 under the title “The Afghanistan Papers.” The documents, comprising thousands of pages of confidential interviews conducted by the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), disclosed that senior officials at every level of government had been aware of strategic failure for years while publicly asserting progress.


“We were devoid of a fundamental understanding of Afghanistan — we didn’t know what we were doing.”
— Lieutenant General Douglas Lute, Afghan War Czar for the Bush and Obama administrations, in SIGAR interview (2015), cited in Craig Whitlock, The Afghanistan Papers (Simon & Schuster, 2021)

Lieutenant General Douglas Lute, who served as Afghan War Czar in both the Bush and Obama White Houses, told SIGAR interviewers in 2015 that the United States was “devoid of a fundamental understanding of Afghanistan” and did not know what it was doing.¹⁹ His assessment was representative rather than exceptional: interview after interview revealed military commanders, aid workers, and diplomats candidly conceding the incoherence of American strategy, the impossibility of quantifying progress, and the systematic manipulation of data to present favourable pictures to policymakers and the public.²⁰ The gap between official narrative and operational reality was, by the testimony of those closest to the war, essentially total.

Yet even Afghanistan did not finally break the myth. The withdrawal of August 2021, conducted in chaotic and televised humiliation, was rapidly reframed within American political discourse as a failure of execution rather than conception — the wrong president, the wrong timeline, the wrong allies — rather than as evidence that the foundational premise of military-led state transformation was mistaken. The structural myth survived because no major American political actor had an institutional interest in dismantling it. The superpower apparatus — the carrier groups, the forward bases, the defence contracts, the think-tank ecosystem — continued to require the myth for its sustenance. It would take something more spectacular, more publicly legible, and less deniable than Afghanistan to render the myth's bankruptcy visible to a global audience.
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Section 1.3 — The Myth in the Trump Era: From ‘Maximum Pressure’ to ‘Epic Fury’
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The domestic political conditions that made Operation Epic Fury conceivable were assembled across two Trump administrations, though their roots reach back through the entire post-Cold War period. What distinguished the Trump approach was not its strategic premises — which were recognisably continuous with post-1945 American exceptionalism — but the extravagance of its style and the dissolution of the institutional constraints that had previously mediated between strategic impulse and military action.

Maximum Pressure and the JCPOA Withdrawal

The first Trump administration’s Iran policy operated under the rubric of “maximum pressure,” a coercive strategy predicated on the assumption that Iran’s economy, subjected to comprehensive sanctions, would either compel its government to sue for terms or generate sufficient domestic political pressure to produce regime change without direct military action. In May 2018, President Trump withdrew the United States from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the multilateral nuclear agreement negotiated in 2015 under the Obama administration, and reimposed the full spectrum of American sanctions.²¹ The decision was presented as a correction of a dangerously permissive diplomatic agreement; critics, including the European signatories, the United Nations Secretary-General, and Iran’s then-president Hassan Rouhani, characterised it as a unilateral abrogation that removed the primary mechanism of international oversight over Iran’s nuclear programme.

The sanctions regime that followed was comprehensive and severe. Iran’s currency, the rial, collapsed under the pressure of exclusion from international financial systems. Inflation exceeded forty percent, and the unemployment rate among youth reached levels that contributed directly to the waves of social protest that began in late 2019 and resumed, with greater intensity, in December 2025.²² The economic strangulation, while genuinely severe in its humanitarian dimensions, failed to achieve its stated strategic objective: by the time of the IAEA’s February 2026 discovery of previously undisclosed enriched uranium stockpiles, Iran’s nuclear programme had advanced considerably further than it had stood at the JCPOA’s conclusion in 2015. Maximum pressure had maximised Iranian nuclear capability.

The Soleimani Assassination and Its Consequences

The most consequential single act of the first Trump administration’s Iran policy was the drone strike that killed Major General Qasem Soleimani, commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ Quds Force, on 3 January 2020, near Baghdad International Airport in Iraq.²³ Conducted at the direction of President Trump and confirmed by the Department of Defense in an official statement the same day, the strike also killed Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, deputy commander of Iraq’s Popular Mobilisation Forces.²⁴ The Pentagon justified the action as a “decisive defensive” measure to prevent imminent attacks on American diplomats and military personnel, though subsequent reporting raised significant questions about both the imminence of any planned attack and whether congressional notification requirements had been adequately observed.

Within international law and foreign policy circles, the strike was widely characterised as a watershed escalation. Brookings Institution analysts noted that Soleimani had been the architect of Iran’s regional proxy network, “the most influential figure in coordinating armed allied groups in the region,” and that his elimination would generate “a consolidation of power and influence by Iran-aligned actors” rather than the strategic disorientation its planners anticipated.²⁵ Iran’s retaliatory missile strikes on American bases in Iraq on 8 January 2020, which caused traumatic brain injuries to more than 100 US service members, confirmed the escalatory rather than deterrent character of the original strike. The event had, in terms of long-term consequence, removed the primary figure capable of disciplining and calibrating Iran’s complex of proxy forces, while simultaneously providing those forces with the most powerful possible grievance narrative.

The June 2025 Twelve-Day War and the Road to February 2026

The penultimate escalation before Operation Epic Fury came in June 2025, when Israeli forces conducted a sustained series of strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities under the operational designation that would later become widely known as the Twelve-Day War. The strikes, which followed an extended intelligence and diplomatic preparation, targeted enrichment facilities at Natanz, Fordow, and Isfahan, as well as IRGC command infrastructure.²⁶ Iran’s retaliatory barrage against Israeli territory and against US-allied facilities across the Gulf demonstrated both the scale of its retained strike capability and the limits of the missile defence architecture that American and Israeli planners had constructed. The ceasefire that followed was described by regional analysts as a pause rather than a resolution.

The months between June 2025 and February 2026 witnessed a simultaneous intensification on multiple tracks. Iran’s domestic situation, already severely strained by economic collapse and currency devaluation, deteriorated sharply following the strikes: protests that began on 28 December 2025 in major urban centres spread within weeks to more than 100 cities, becoming the largest internal challenge to the Islamic Republic since the revolution of 1979.²⁷ The Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, authorised the deployment of IRGC and Basij forces against protesters with a severity that drew international condemnation. Simultaneously, indirect nuclear talks resumed in Muscat in early February 2026, mediated by Oman, with American and Iranian negotiators reportedly making “significant progress” toward a new framework.²⁸ And the US military buildup in the region reached its most substantial level since the 2003 Iraq invasion, with two carrier strike groups — those of the USS Abraham Lincoln and USS Gerald R. Ford — deployed to the area by mid-February 2026.²⁹

Operation Epic Fury commenced in the early hours of 28 February 2026. US and Israeli forces struck Tehran, Isfahan, Qom, Karaj, and Kermanshah simultaneously, with the Leadership House compound destroyed and Supreme Leader Khamenei killed in what the Pentagon characterised as a “decapitation strike.” President Trump announced “major combat operations” via the Truth Social platform. The absence of any authorisation from the United States Congress — no Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF) had been sought, no declaration of war presented — was noted immediately by legal scholars and lawmakers across the political spectrum, though the institutional mechanisms for constraining executive action proved, as they had in every major post-1945 American military undertaking, largely ineffective against a determined Commander-in-Chief.³⁰

For the purposes of this chapter, what matters is not the operational detail of the strikes — those are addressed in Chapter 4 — but what the entire sequence from maximum pressure to Epic Fury reveals about the superpower myth’s functional role in American strategic decision-making. The myth did not merely describe American power; it authorised its use by pre-emptively rendering that use legitimate. A nation commissioned by history (or Providence, or universal values, depending on the rhetorical register in play) to defend the “free world” does not require legal authorisation from its own legislature, let alone from the international community. The myth, in this sense, was not epiphenomenal to American strategy. It was constitutive of it. And it was this constitutive myth — not merely a set of political preferences or strategic miscalculations — that February 2026 subjected to its most comprehensive empirical test.

Table 1.2: Selected Indicators of US Hegemonic Decline (1945–2024)

	Indicator

	Historical High / Baseline

	Recent Figure

	Analytical Note

	Share of global GDP

	~40% (1945)

	~24% (2024)

	Long-run structural decline in economic weight


	Defence spending as % of GDP

	~14% (1953 peak)

	~3.4% (2024)

	Post-NSC-68 peak unsustainable; permanent decline


	Public approval of US global leadership (Gallup World Poll)

	~50s (2002)

	~34% (2024)

	Significant erosion of soft power


	UN Security Council vetoes used (US)

	—
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	~90 since 1945

	Frequent veto use signals weakening multilateral consensus


	Trade deficit (goods)

	Surplus nation

	$1.06 tr (2024)

	Structural imbalance; dependency on foreign capital


	Wars concluded with declared victory

	WWII (1945)

	0 since 1991

	Inability to translate military dominance into political outcomes



Sources: World Bank national accounts data; US Office of Management and Budget historical tables; Gallup World Poll (2024); Congressional Research Service; SIPRI Military Expenditure Database.

The trajectory documented in Table 1.2 is not a sudden collapse but a long structural erosion that proceeded beneath the surface of the myth’s continued rhetorical vitality. America’s share of global GDP, which stood at approximately forty percent in 1945, had fallen to roughly twenty-four percent by 2024. Public approval of American global leadership, measured by the Gallup World Poll, declined from the mid-fifties range in the early post-Cold War years to thirty-four percent in 2024. The trade deficit in goods exceeded one trillion dollars. Not a single conflict since the Second World War had been concluded with an outcome that could plausibly be described as decisive victory in the terms the myth required.³¹ Yet none of these indices had been sufficient to dislodge the myth from its operative role in American policy formation. The connection between empirical evidence and doctrinal revision, in this domain, had become effectively severed.

It is against this background — the myth’s long history, its extraordinary resilience, and the structural conditions of its contemporary inadequacy — that the events of February and March 2026 must be understood. Operation Epic Fury was not an aberration from American strategic tradition. It was, as this chapter has argued, the tradition’s logical culmination: the superpower myth, expressed in its most unmediated and consequential form, confronting a world that had been quietly preparing, for decades, to answer it on different terms.

Chapter Summary

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: FOUR CORE ARGUMENTS

1.  American exceptionalism is not merely ideological rhetoric but an operative strategic doctrine, generating deeply embedded assumptions about the utility of force that have proved remarkably resistant to empirical falsification.

2.  NSC-68 (April 1950) institutionalised permanent military-readiness as the default posture of the American state, transforming the Republic into what Bacevich terms a 'national security state' whose default instrument of statecraft is military power.

3.  Each historical challenge to the superpower myth—Vietnam, Lebanon, Afghanistan—was absorbed through narrative reinterpretation rather than structural learning, thereby preserving the myth's operative force.

4.  Trump's maximum pressure campaign and the Soleimani assassination (January 2020) initiated the escalatory sequence that culminated in Operation Epic Fury (February 2026), the event that finally stripped the myth of its residual plausibility before a global audience.
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— End of Chapter 1 —
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CHAPTER 2
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Iran's Crucible: Revolution, Sanctions, and the Road to 2026

Scope: Iran's internal trajectory from 1979 to early 2026

"The Islamic Republic is the people's government, the government of the oppressed."

— Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, February 1979

Understanding the 2026 Iran–United States war requires an unflinching examination of the republic that Iran became after the revolution of 1979—its theocratic architecture, its decades-long nuclear ambiguity, the catastrophic economic consequences of international sanctions, and the systematic attrition of the regional network of allied armed groups that Tehran spent forty years cultivating. This chapter traces those interlocking trajectories, drawing exclusively on primary and verified secondary sources, to explain how a state simultaneously embattled from within by its own citizens and from without by a determined international coalition arrived at the precipice of open conflict in the winter of 2026.
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Section 2.1 — The Islamic Republic: Foundations of Theocratic Power
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2.1.1  The Revolution of February 1979

The Islamic Revolution that brought Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini to power in February 1979 was not simply a change of government; it was a civilisational rupture that replaced a secular monarchy with a theocratic republic unlike any state in modern history. The Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi's "White Revolution" of the 1960s had generated rapid modernisation and economic growth, but it had concentrated wealth grotesquely, suppressed political opposition through the SAVAK secret police, and alienated the Shia clerical establishment. By 1978, a disparate coalition of Marxists, liberals, and Islamists had found common cause in demanding the Shah's removal. When Khomeini returned from exile in Paris on 1 February 1979, he was greeted by an estimated three to five million people on the streets of Tehran—one of the largest popular mobilisations of the twentieth century.

Ervand Abrahamian, the foremost Western historian of modern Iran, describes the revolution as ultimately driven by economic grievances—specifically the 1975–1977 recession that followed the oil price boom—fused with a potent religious idiom that Khomeini weaponised with devastating political skill. What began as a broad coalition quickly narrowed: within three years, the Islamic Republican Party had eliminated or marginalised liberals, leftists, and even clerics who questioned Khomeini's novel doctrine of clerical governance.

The new constitutional order, ratified by referendum in December 1979 and significantly revised in 1989, embedded Khomeini's doctrine of —the "governance of the jurist"—as the supreme organising principle of the Iranian state. Shaul Bakhash, in his authoritative , traces how Khomeini adapted classical Shia theological concepts of guardianship over orphans and the mentally incapacitated to assert that a qualified jurist must govern the entire Muslim community until the return of the Hidden Imam. This was a dramatic departure from centuries of Shia quietism in which the clerical establishment had deliberately distanced itself from direct political power.

2.1.2  Velayat-e Faqih, the Twin-Track State, and Constitutional Architecture

The Constitution of the Islamic Republic created a unique twin-track system of governance: elected bodies (the president, the Islamic Consultative Assembly or Majlis) run in parallel with appointed theocratic institutions (the Supreme Leader, the Guardian Council, the Assembly of Experts, and the Expediency Council) that hold ultimate authority over every branch of government. The Supreme Leader () occupies the constitutional apex under Articles 5, 57, and 107–112, which collectively vest in the office the roles of commander-in-chief, final arbiter of all state policy, and theological sovereign. He appoints the judiciary, the heads of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), and six of the twelve members of the Guardian Council.

Table 1 below provides a structured overview of the constitutional architecture of the Islamic Republic, illustrating the distribution of institutional power and the mechanisms by which the Supreme Leader maintains systemic dominance over elected bodies.

Table 1: Constitutional Architecture of the Islamic Republic of Iran

	Institution

	Constitutional Basis

	Role

	Key Power(s)


	Supreme Leader (Rahbar)

	Arts. 5, 57, 107–112

	Commander-in-chief; highest authority

	Appoints judiciary, IRGC chiefs, Guardian Council jurists; ratifies president


	Guardian Council

	Arts. 91–99

	Vets legislation and electoral candidates

	Can veto all legislation; disqualifies candidates


	Assembly of Experts

	Art. 108

	Elects and oversees Supreme Leader

	Sole body empowered to remove Supreme Leader


	President

	Arts. 113–151

	Head of executive; implements constitution

	Manages cabinet; signs international treaties


	Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majlis)

	Arts. 58–90

	Legislative body

	Passes laws subject to Guardian Council approval


	Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)

	Art. 150

	Protects the Revolution

	Parallel military; extensive economic and security roles


	Expediency Council

	Art. 112

	Resolves disputes between Majlis and Guardian Council

	Advisory to Supreme Leader; arbitrates legislative deadlocks



Sources: Schriari (1997); Abrahamian (2008); Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran (1989 revision).

2.1.3  The Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988) and the Emergence of the IRGC

The Islamic Republic was tested almost immediately by Saddam Hussein's September 1980 invasion, which initiated a devastating eight-year war that would claim an estimated 500,000 to one million lives on both sides. The Iran–Iraq War, though catastrophic in human terms, proved transformative for the domestic political economy of the revolution in three critical ways.

First, the war consolidated the IRGC's position as the guardian of revolutionary rather than merely national interests. Established by Khomeini's decree in May 1979, the IRGC was initially conceived as a counterweight to the regular military (), whose loyalty to the new order was suspect. Afshon Ostovar's landmark study  demonstrates how the eight-year war gave the IRGC an institutional identity, a martyrology, and an extensive social network through the Basij volunteer militia that became the bedrock of its political power inside Iran.

Second, the war forced Iran to develop its own defence industries—including ballistic missile programmes—under sanctions conditions, establishing the self-reliance doctrine (, or "resistance economy") that Khamenei later formalised as official policy. Third, the war\'s conclusion without clear victory, negotiated through UN Security Council Resolution 598 in July 1988, instilled in the IRGC leadership a deep conviction that deterrence through asymmetric means—missiles, proxies, naval mines—was more reliable than conventional force projection.
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Section 2.2 — Sanctions, Nuclear Ambiguity, and Economic Strangulation
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Figure 1: Iran GDP Growth Rate and Inflation Rate, 2015–2025. The JCPOA's implementation year (2016) produced Iran's strongest growth in decades; US withdrawal (2018) reversed every gain within twelve months. Sources: IMF World Economic Outlook; Ghasseminejad & Goldberg, FDD (2020); World Bank.

2.2.1  The Nuclear Programme and the Origins of the JCPOA

Iran's nuclear programme dates to the Pahlavi era, when the Shah, with US support, began construction of the Bushehr Nuclear Power Plant in 1975 and pursued an ambitious civilian nuclear agenda. After the revolution, the programme was suspended and then restarted covertly. The revelation in August 2002 by the National Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI) of previously unknown enrichment facilities at Natanz and a heavy water plant at Arak triggered the decade-long international crisis that culminated in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

The JCPOA, signed in Vienna on 14 July 2015, by Iran and the P5+1 (United States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, China, and Germany), represented the most intrusive arms control agreement ever negotiated with a non-nuclear-weapon state. In exchange for phased sanctions relief, Iran agreed to the following verifiable constraints: to reduce its total centrifuge count from approximately 19,000 to 6,104 operational machines (with only 5,060 IR-1 units permitted to enrich uranium) for ten years; to cut its total enriched uranium stockpile by 98 percent, reducing it from a level sufficient to produce eight to ten nuclear devices to a capped 300 kilograms of uranium hexafluoride enriched to 3.67 percent; to eliminate all enrichment activity at the heavily fortified Fordow facility for fifteen years; and to permit intrusive IAEA monitoring, including continuous surveillance of enrichment facilities and access to the nuclear supply chain.

The Obama White House Fact Sheet, issued at the time of signing, summarised the strategic calculation: "If Iran decided to rush to make a bomb without the deal in place, it would take them 2 to 3 months until they had enough weapon-ready uranium to build their first nuclear weapon. This deal removes the key elements needed to create a bomb and prolongs Iran's breakout time from 2–3 months to 1 year or more." The IAEA formally verified Iran's compliance with these commitments on Implementation Day, 16 January 2016, triggering the first tranche of sanctions relief.

2.2.2  Maximum Pressure: The Trump Withdrawal and Its Economic Consequences

The election of Donald Trump in November 2016 placed the JCPOA's survival in immediate jeopardy. After eighteen months of escalating criticism and deliberate policy ambiguity, President Trump formally announced US withdrawal from the JCPOA on 8 May 2018. The economic consequences for Iran were swift, severe, and—contrary to Trump administration predictions—long-lasting.

The economic data, compiled by the Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD) and corroborated by the IMF, tells a stark story. Iranian GDP, which had surged 12.5 percent in 2016 (the first full year of JCPOA implementation) and grown a further 3.7 percent in 2017, contracted by 5.4 percent in 2018 and a further 7.6 percent in 2019. Inflation, which had fallen below 10 percent in both 2016 and 2017, rocketed to 31.2 percent in 2018 and 41.4 percent in 2019. Iran's liquid foreign exchange reserves—critical to managing imports of food, medicine, and industrial inputs—collapsed as oil export revenues were severed.

The Iranian rial, which had traded at approximately 64,500 rials to the dollar on 7 May 2018—the day before the US




2.2.3  The E3 Snapback and the Economic Implosion of Late 2025




	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	



2.2.4  The IAEA Discovery of February 2026
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Figure 1: Iran GDP Growth Rate and Inflation Rate, 2015-2025
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