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    To those whose warnings were written, filed, and ignored — the analysts, diplomats, and scholars who spoke truth into the silence of power, and were answered with dismissal.
 
To the children of the school struck on the ninth of March, 2026. One hundred and eight names the world must not be permitted to forget.
 
To every nation that has ever stood at the margins of a war it did not choose, absorbing costs it did not incur, for decisions made in capitals it cannot reach.
 
And to the generations inheriting this reconfigured world — may the record of what was miscalculated serve as the architecture of what must not be repeated.
 
 
"The first casualty of strategic arrogance is not the enemy — it is the truth that could have prevented the war."
 
 — Dr. Naim Tahir Baig


    



  	
        
            
            Power does not fail because it is weak. It fails because, at the apex of its strength, it mistakes the silence of the warned for the consent of the world.
The intelligence was written. The diplomats had spoken. The analysts had filed their assessments and gone home. What remained was the oldest miscalculation in the history of statecraft: the belief that certainty of force is a substitute for the wisdom to understand what force cannot achieve.
Wars that begin in arrogance do not end in victory. They end in consequences — borne longest by those who had the least voice in their making.
 
 — Dr. Naim Tahir Baig Islamabad, March 2026
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PREFACE

A SCHOLAR’S ACCOUNTING
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Why This Book Had to Be Written

––––––––
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“They were beaten at all points and altogether; all that they suffered was great; they were destroyed, as the saying is, with a total destruction, their fleet, their army, everything was destroyed, and few out of many returned home. Such were the events in Sicily.”

— Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Book VII (c. 411 BC)


In the summer of 415 BC, Athens stood at the apex of its imperial power. Its navy was unrivalled, its treasury full, its democratic institutions the envy of the Aegean world. When the assembly voted to launch a massive military expedition against Syracuse on the island of Sicily, the decision was not born of desperation—it was born of confidence. Athenian generals assured the assembly that Sicily was weakly governed and poorly defended; that the campaign would be swift, decisive, and profitable; that the few dissenting voices—most notably the statesman Nicias, who warned that Athens fatally underestimated both the distance and the resistance it would encounter—were guilty of timidity unbecoming a great power. The assembly voted for war. The fleet sailed. Two years later, every Athenian soldier and sailor who had not been killed was enslaved. The expedition that was to extend Athenian dominion to the western Mediterranean had instead broken the back of the Athenian Empire. Thucydides, who recorded the catastrophe with clinical precision, identified its root cause not in the courage or the capability of Athenian arms, but in the wilful refusal of Athenian decision-makers to subject their assumptions to scrutiny.

Twenty-four centuries later, in the winter of 2025–26, another preeminent power faced another consequential choice. The United States had, by every objective measure, the most powerful military on earth, a sophisticated intelligence apparatus, and an institutional memory that included—in living professional memory—the failures of Iraq, Libya, and Afghanistan. Its analysts had modelled Iranian resilience. Its diplomats had identified, as recently as February 2026, a narrow but navigable path to negotiation. Its economists had quantified the consequences of Hormuz closure in terms precise enough to constitute a warning. And yet, on 28 February 2026, Operation Epic Fury was launched against the Islamic Republic of Iran—confirming, with a fidelity that would have been familiar to Thucydides, that the most dangerous moment in the life of a great power is not when it is weak, but when it is strong enough to believe its assumptions are facts.

This book is the record of how that happened. It is a scholar’s accounting of what was known, when it was known, what was ignored, and what it cost.

There are books one chooses to write, and there are books one feels compelled to write. This is emphatically the latter. The Iran–USA War of 2026—its origins, its logic, and the cascade of miscalculations that made it possible—is not merely a subject of academic interest. It is a civilisational indictment, a mirror held up to the most powerful nation on earth at the moment it chose conflict over counsel. I have spent the better part of three decades studying the architecture of international relations: its theories, its practitioners, its recurring pathologies. Nothing in that scholarship prepared me adequately for the speed, the clarity, or the preventability of what unfolded in February 2026.

I began the research that underpins this volume in January 2026, as diplomatic channels were publicly narrowing toward what most informed observers privately feared was an irreversible trajectory. By the time Operation Epic Fury was launched on 28 February 2026, the analytical framework of this book was already established. What followed—the strikes, the retaliation, the closure of the Strait of Hormuz, the fracturing of the Western alliance, the shocked silence of the Global South—confirmed, chapter by chapter, the thesis I had already reached: that the United States government did not stumble into war through ignorance, but walked deliberately into it against the weight of its own intelligence, its own history, and its own stated values.

The Argument of This Book

The core argument advanced across these twelve chapters is straightforward, even if its implications are not. American policymakers who authorised, planned, and executed the attack on Iran possessed, at every critical juncture, credible intelligence and historical precedent that counselled restraint. They were warned by their own analysts, cautioned by their closest allies, and confronted—in real time—with the failure of analogous strategies in Iraq, Libya, and Afghanistan. They proceeded regardless. The Iran–USA War of 2026 is therefore not primarily a story of intelligence failure. It is a story of political will overriding institutional wisdom—a syndrome I have termed the architecture of assumption.

Chapter 1 establishes this architecture: the epistemic framework Washington constructed around Iran after the 2018 JCPOA withdrawal, which rendered certain conclusions structurally unavailable to decision-makers regardless of evidence. Chapters 2 through 5 trace the mechanics of that construction: the maximum pressure sanctions regime and its unintended consequences; the classified warnings that were systematically sidelined; the diplomatic opportunities that were allowed to expire; and the interlocking network of external and internal pressure—from Riyadh, Tel Aviv, and Capitol Hill—that progressively foreclosed the space for strategic adjustment.

Chapters 6 and 7 examine the two most consequential military miscalculations of the conflict: the decapitation fallacy—the belief that eliminating Iran’s leadership would produce strategic submission—and the catastrophic underestimation of economic blowback from the closure of the Strait of Hormuz, through which approximately twenty million barrels of oil transit daily. The remaining chapters reconstruct the international response: Europe’s dilemma as a non-consulted ally, China and Russia’s posture of calculated restraint, the developmental crisis that engulfed the Global South, the war’s opening operational phase, and, in Chapter 12, the lessons that remain, with dispiriting consistency, unlearned.

A Note on Method and Sources

Every factual claim in this volume—every statistic, date, treaty reference, economic projection, and intelligence assessment cited—has been verified against a publicly accessible primary source. Official documents are identified by their formal designations and repository URLs. Intelligence assessments are cited exclusively from publicly released versions or from findings reported by credentialed media with documented sourcing chains. No speculative, unverifiable, or fabricated facts, citations, or sources appear in these pages. Where the narrative addresses events or consequences that extend beyond the verified research period, those passages are explicitly labelled as analytical projection.

This commitment to verifiability is not incidental; it is definitional to the project’s purpose. A book that holds governments accountable for ignoring evidence cannot itself afford to traffic in conjecture. The Appendices and Bibliography, which together constitute a substantial portion of this volume, are intended as a research resource in their own right—an archive against which the claims of any future revisionism may be tested.

On Writing About Living History

I am acutely aware that this book concerns events still unfolding—whose full strategic, humanitarian, and geopolitical consequences will not be visible for years or decades. The historian writing about Sarajevo in 1914 could not have foreseen the armistice of 1918; the analyst writing about the Iraq invasion in 2003 could not have fully modelled the regional disorder that persists to this day. I make no claim to prophetic authority. What I do claim is the scholar’s obligation: to record what was known, when it was known, and what was done with that knowledge. Posterity, and particularly the policymakers who will one day be compelled to manage the consequences of the 2026 war, deserves nothing less.

It would have been professionally and temperamentally easier for me to have waited—to have allowed the dust to settle, the classified cables to be declassified, the participants to publish their memoirs, and the consensus of academic opinion to crystallise before committing my analysis to print. I chose not to wait, because the utility of strategic analysis diminishes exponentially with distance from the events it seeks to explain. The lessons of the Iran–USA War of 2026 are most urgently needed now, while the decisions that will shape its aftermath are still being made.

A Personal Accounting

I have been writing about international relations, strategic studies, and global power dynamics for nearly three decades. Across more than 125 internationally published works—spanning academic textbooks, geopolitical analyses, military studies, and regional policy assessments distributed across twenty or more global platforms and read in more than 190 countries—I have consistently argued that the conduct of great-power foreign policy is most reliably understood not through the official justifications offered by governments, but through the pattern of decisions made and unmade when evidence and interest point in conflicting directions. This book is the fullest expression of that argument I have yet produced.

My vantage point as a Pakistani scholar of international relations is not incidental to the analysis. Pakistan has lived, for seven decades, at the intersection of the great-power interests whose collision produced the 2026 war: American security architecture, Chinese economic ambition, Iranian regional influence, Gulf political economy, and the aspirations of a Global South that continues to pay the costs of decisions made without its participation. That perspective—of a state that is neither perpetrator nor protagonist but nonetheless inevitably consequenced—informs every page of this volume.

I am grateful to the many scholars, diplomats, analysts, and practitioners whose published work I have drawn upon and whose intellectual rigour, even when their conclusions differ from mine, has elevated the standard of this field. My thanks go equally to the research community at PDS&CE Pakistan, whose commitment to evidence-based scholarship has been an unfailing source of intellectual discipline. Any errors of fact, inference, or judgement that remain are mine alone.

––––––––
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Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

Ph.D. International Relations

Senior Coordinator & Head of Department, PDS&CE Pakistan

Author of 125+ Internationally Published Works
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CHAPTER 1

THE ARCHITECTURE OF ASSUMPTION
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How Washington Framed the Iran Problem (2018–2025)


“The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.”

— Sun Tzu, The Art of War



1.1  The JCPOA Withdrawal and Its Long Shadow (2018)

On 8 May 2018, President Donald J. Trump announced from the Diplomatic Reception Room of the White House that the United States would immediately cease participation in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)—the landmark 2015 multilateral accord governing Iran’s nuclear program. Describing the deal as “defective at its core,”1 Trump ordered the reimposition of all sanctions waived under its terms. With that single executive proclamation, Washington dismantled the most sophisticated multilateral verification architecture in the history of nuclear non-proliferation and set in motion a cascade of miscalculations whose terminal consequence was the outbreak of open war in February 2026.

The JCPOA had been concluded on 14 July 2015 between Iran and the P5+1—the five permanent members of the UN Security Council plus Germany—and the European Union. Under its terms, Iran was required to reduce its enriched uranium stockpile by 98 percent to a cap of 202 kg, limit enrichment to 3.67 percent U-235 purity, reduce its operating centrifuges from approximately 19,000 to 6,104, and submit to the most intrusive IAEA inspection regime in the history of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.2 In exchange, nuclear-related UN, EU, and US sanctions were suspended or lifted in phased tranches.

Crucially, all four IAEA quarterly verification reports issued in 2017 confirmed Iranian compliance with its JCPOA nuclear commitments.3 In November 2017, IAEA Director-General Yukiya Amano reported to the Board of Governors that Iran’s low-enriched uranium stockpile stood at 96.7 kg—well below the 202-kg cap—and that its heavy water inventory of 114.4 metric tonnes remained within permitted limits.4 Both the Obama and Trump administrations certified Iranian compliance prior to withdrawal. The Trump administration’s decision to exit was therefore not predicated on evidence of Iranian treaty violation but on three stated objections: sunset provisions allowing restrictions to expire between 2025 and 2030; the deal’s silence on Iran’s ballistic missile program; and its failure to address Iranian regional conduct.

The INSTEX Failure: Europe’s Rearguard Action

The European signatories—France, Germany, and the United Kingdom—declined to follow Washington’s withdrawal. On 31 January 2019, the E3 established the Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges (INSTEX), a state-backed special-purpose vehicle designed to facilitate non-dollar, non-SWIFT transactions with Iran, thereby preserving the economic dimension of the JCPOA bargain.5 INSTEX operated as a barter-based mechanism: European importers of Iranian goods would credit INSTEX, while European exporters to Iran would draw from it.

INSTEX was a strategic failure commensurate with the scale of its political ambition. Confined initially to humanitarian goods—medicines, medical devices, and food products already nominally exempt from US sanctions—it conducted a single transaction in over four years of operation: a shipment of approximately €500,000 worth of blood-treatment medication facilitated in March 2020.6 Nine European governments eventually joined as shareholders. The E3’s dissolution statement of March 2023 acknowledged that Iran had “systematically prevented INSTEX from fulfilling its mandate” and had “only agreed to a single transaction.”7 The lesson Tehran drew was consequential: European strategic autonomy remained more rhetorical aspiration than operational reality. The conclusion that only eastward realignment could guarantee economic resilience would shape Iranian foreign policy for the remainder of the decade.

The Foundational Epistemic Error

From the vantage point of 2026, the JCPOA withdrawal appears not merely as a tactical miscalculation but as the foundational epistemic error of an entire era of American Iran policy. By treating a multilateral framework as a bilateral arrangement revocable at presidential will, the administration destroyed something that cannot be reconstructed through coercion: the credibility of American diplomatic commitments. European allies drew the conclusion that Washington was an unreliable partner in long-horizon commitments. Russia and China concluded that their transactional approach was demonstrably superior. Iran drew the most consequential conclusion of all: that no deal with Washington was worth the political risk of compliance.

Chart 1.1  Iran Enriched Uranium Stockpile: IAEA-Verified Growth (2016–2024)
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Sources: IAEA Board of Governors, Verification and Monitoring in the Islamic Republic of Iran in Light of United Nations Security Council Resolution 2231 (2015): GOV/2017/48 (November 2017); GOV/2018/55 (November 2018); GOV/2020/51 (September 2020); GOV/2021/10 (February 2021); GOV/2022/34 (June 2022); GOV/2022/57 (November 2022); GOV/2023/6 (February 2023); GOV/2023/66 (November 2023); GOV/2024/67 (November 2024). All reports publicly available at iaea.org/board. Note: Stockpile figures are low-enriched uranium equivalent; enrichment purity levels reported separately in each GOV document.



1.2  Maximum Pressure 1.0: Assumptions vs. Outcomes (2018–2020)

The “maximum pressure” strategy, formally articulated by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in his 21 May 2018 address at the Heritage Foundation, rested on an internally coherent but empirically unsustainable logic: that crippling economic sanctions, combined with diplomatic isolation, would compel Iran either to accept a comprehensive renegotiation or precipitate regime collapse.8 Pompeo enumerated twelve specific demands, ranging from ending all uranium enrichment to withdrawing from Syria—a list that no serious analyst of Iranian strategic culture believed Tehran would accept. Former US Ambassador to Russia Michael McFaul and former Obama National Security Council official Jake Sullivan each separately concluded within days of the speech that the demands amounted to a strategy of regime change rather than a diplomatic framework.9

The Economic Impact: Severe but Structurally Circumvented

The economic impact of maximum pressure was undeniably severe. According to the US Energy Information Administration’s verified data, Iran’s net oil export revenues collapsed from an estimated $55 billion in 2017 to approximately $14 billion in 2020—the combined result of sanctions reimposition in November 2018, the expiry of six-month waivers for eight purchasing countries in May 2019, and the global demand collapse induced by the COVID-19 pandemic.10 Iran’s crude oil export volumes fell to a record low of 0.4 million barrels per day in 2020, the lowest level since 1989.11

Yet the expected political consequences never materialized. The Islamic Republic did not collapse. Hardliners were not weakened; they were strengthened. Ebrahim Raisi’s election to the presidency in June 2021 represented the most conservative government since the revolution. As the IMF documented in its 2019 Working Paper on Iran, economic suffering intensified nationalist sentiment rather than channeling it into organized opposition structures.12

The China Loophole: Shadow Fleets and Teapot Refineries

The second assumption—that sanctions could be made airtight—proved equally unfounded. China’s network of independent “teapot” refineries, concentrated in Shandong province, continued purchasing deeply discounted Iranian crude entirely outside the dollar-based financial system. As documented by the EIA in its 2024 SHIP Act Annual Report, China absorbed “nearly 90% of Iran’s crude oil and condensate exports in 2023, up from 25% in 2017, the year before sanctions were re-imposed.”13 Iranian oil was rebranded under aliases such as “Oman Blend” or “Malaysian Light,” transported through ship-to-ship transfers in international waters, and sold to refineries operating beyond the reach of Western enforcement.

Iran’s revenues recovered from their 2020 nadir to reach approximately $37 billion in 2021, $54 billion in 2022, and $53 billion in 2023, according to the EIA’s mandated congressional report—near or above pre-sanctions levels.14 The Congressional Research Service confirmed that Iranian petroleum exports had approached record highs in the first quarter of 2024, with “almost all” going to China despite ongoing US secondary sanctions.15

The Sanctions-as-Radicalizer Paradox

Maximum pressure produced a structural paradox that the policy’s architects failed to anticipate: the sanctions regime incentivized precisely the behaviors it was designed to deter. Denied access to Western capital markets, Iran accelerated its “Look East” policy—concluding a 25-Year Cooperation Program with China in 2021 and a 20-Year Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Treaty with Russia in 2022. These agreements created a sanctions-resistant economic architecture that would substantially limit the leverage available to Washington in subsequent confrontations. By the time Operation Epic Fury was launched in February 2026, Iran had constructed exactly the kind of multipolar economic network that maximum pressure was intended to prevent.

Chart 1.2  Iran Estimated Oil Export Revenue Under Sanctions (2017–2024)
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Sources: U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), Short-Term Energy Outlook, October 2018 (2017 baseline: $55 billion); EIA, Country Analysis Brief: Iran, October 2024 (2021–2023 figures); EIA, Report on Iranian Petroleum and Petroleum Products Exports [SHIP Act Annual Report], October 2024 and March 2025 (2022 = $54B; 2023 = $53B; 2024 = ~$43B); Congressional Research Service, IF12952: Iran’s Petroleum Exports to China and U.S. Sanctions, 2025. Note: EIA revenue estimates are based on production volumes multiplied by NIOC official selling prices and do not incorporate discounts offered to circumvent sanctions; actual realized revenues may be lower.



Table 1.1  Timeline of US–Iran Relations and Escalation (2018–2025)

	Date

	Event

	Description / Significance

	Escalation Level

	May 2018

	JCPOA Withdrawal

	Trump withdraws from JCPOA; reimposition of all sanctions despite four 2017 IAEA reports confirming Iranian compliance (GOV/2017/10, 24, 35, 48). INSTEX SPV established by E3 in January 2019.

	HIGH


	Jan 2020

	Soleimani Killing

	US drone strike kills IRGC Quds Force commander Qasem Soleimani in Baghdad (3 January 2020). Iran retaliates with ballistic missile strikes on Al-Asad and Erbil airbases; announces withdrawal from enrichment limits.

	CRITICAL


	Apr–Aug 2021

	Vienna Talks: Rounds 1–6

	Eight rounds of indirect US–Iran negotiations (April 2021 – August 2022) fail to produce agreement. Iran enriches to 20% purity (April 2021), then 60% purity (April 2021). IAEA Board censures Iran (June 2022, GOV/2022/34).

	HIGH


	Sep 2022

	Mahsa Amini Protests

	Death of Mahsa Amini in morality police custody triggers nationwide protests. Biden imposes new sanctions on regime officials; Vienna talks effectively collapse by October 2022.

	HIGH


	7 Oct 2023

	October 7 Hamas Attacks

	Hamas attacks kill approximately 1,200 Israelis; over 250 taken hostage. Iran reframed in US strategic discourse from “manageable adversary” to “existential sponsor of terror.”

	HIGH


	13–24 Jun 2025

	Twelve-Day War

	Israel launches Operation Rising Lion (13 June 2025); US Operation Midnight Hammer strikes Fordow, Natanz, and Isfahan (22 June 2025) with GBU-57 MOPs from B-2 bombers. Ceasefire 24 June 2025.

	CRITICAL


	Jan 2026

	Three Non-Negotiable Demands

	US and European partners present Iran with three preconditions: permanent halt to all enrichment; dismantlement of existing stockpile; cessation of all IRGC proxy network activity.

	CRITICAL


	28 Feb 2026

	Operation Epic Fury

	US–Israel launch coordinated surprise strikes across Iran; Supreme Leader Khamenei killed. Iran retaliates with 500+ ballistic missiles and approximately 2,000 drones. The 2026 Iran War begins.

	WAR




Sources: CRS R44942 (2018); CRS R43333 (2018); IAEA GOV/2022/34; IAEA GOV/2024/67; Encyclopaedia Britannica, “12-Day War” (2025); House of Commons Library, CBP-10292 (2025); Council on Foreign Relations, Global Conflict Tracker: Iran’s War (March 2026). All IAEA reports available at iaea.org/board.



1.3  The Biden Interregnum: Missed Opportunities (2021–2024)

When Joseph R. Biden assumed the presidency on 20 January 2021, a genuine, if narrow, diplomatic opportunity existed. Biden had pledged explicitly to pursue “compliance for compliance”: the United States would return to the JCPOA if Iran returned to its nuclear limits.16 Secretary of State Antony Blinken confirmed at his 19 January 2021 Senate confirmation hearing that the administration could “rejoin the JCPOA as a starting point” for a broader agreement.17 Over 150 Democratic members of Congress called for re-entry without preconditions. The window was real; it was squandered through three sequentially compounding errors.

First Error: The “Compliance First” Sequencing Trap

Rather than immediately reversing US sanctions—as Iran demanded—the Biden administration adopted a “compliance first” framework requiring Tehran to return to JCPOA nuclear limits before Washington would lift restrictions. Tehran’s counterposition—that the United States, as the party that had breached the agreement in 2018, must act first—carried evident legal and diplomatic logic. Eight rounds of indirect Vienna negotiations from April 2021 through August 2022 failed to bridge this fundamental sequencing impasse.18

Second Error: The Mahsa Amini Inflection Point

The death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini in Iranian morality police custody in September 2022 triggered the most significant domestic unrest in Iran since the 1979 revolution. The Biden administration’s response—sharply condemning the crackdown and imposing new sanctions on Iranian regime officials19—was morally defensible but diplomatically self-defeating. The Vienna negotiations, which had been approaching a final agreed text, effectively collapsed by October 2022. Biden himself told a rally attendee in November 2022 that the nuclear deal was “dead,”20 though no formal policy declaration accompanied this remark.

Third Error: The Policy Vacuum of 2023–2024

The third and most consequential error was structural: by 2023–2024, the Biden administration had no operative diplomatic mechanism for Iran’s nuclear program. When Iran special envoy Robert Malley was placed on administrative leave in 2023, the last institutional champion of engagement within the administration was effectively removed.21 Iran, freed from serious diplomatic pressure, accelerated enrichment: by November 2024, the IAEA verified a total stockpile of approximately 6,201 kg of enriched uranium and confirmed that Iran held approximately 182.3 kg enriched to 60 percent U-235 purity—near weapons-grade threshold.22 Iran had additionally reduced IAEA inspector access, triggering further censure resolutions from the Board of Governors.

The Biden interregnum’s legacy is measurable in IAEA data: Iran’s enriched uranium stockpile grew from 2,443 kg in January 2021 to 6,201 kg by November 2024; enrichment levels climbed to 60 percent purity; centrifuge counts and capabilities expanded; and Iran’s strategic partnerships with Russia and China deepened into formal treaty structures. The diplomatic window that had existed in January 2021 had closed entirely by January 2025.

Chart 1.3  Biden Administration Vienna Talks: Key Rounds and Collapse (2021–2022)
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Sources: IAEA Board of Governors reports (GOV/2021 and GOV/2022 series); US Department of State, official statements on Iran nuclear negotiations (2021–2022); CRS Report R46663, Possible U.S. Return to the Iran Nuclear Agreement (2021); Foreign Policy, “Iran Nuclear Deal: Biden Administration Policy Is Missing,” March 2024; Arms Control Association, Iran Nuclear Crisis Timeline.



1.4  The October 7 Aftershock: Iran Reframed as Existential Threat (2023–2024)

The Hamas attacks of 7 October 2023—in which approximately 1,200 Israelis were killed in a single day and over 250 taken captive in the deadliest attack on Jewish people since the Holocaust23—produced a seismic shift in American strategic discourse about Iran. Prior to October 7, Iran had been framed primarily as a regional adversary to be managed through sanctions, allied partnerships, and intermittent diplomatic engagement. After October 7, this containment framework collapsed.

Iran’s financial, logistical, and training support for Hamas had been documented by American agencies for years. What changed was not the evidentiary record but the political weight assigned to it. Tehran’s long-standing support for its “Axis of Resistance”—Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen, Hamas in Gaza, and Shia militia formations in Iraq—had been treated as a manageable strategic irritant. It was now reframed as evidence of Iran’s existential hostility to the American-led regional order, transforming the policy debate from one of management to one of confrontation.

The Axis of Resistance’s Dismemberment and Its Perverse Strategic Effect

Between September and November 2024, Israeli operations inflicted severe damage on Iran’s regional proxy network. Israeli strikes effectively decapitated Hezbollah’s senior military leadership, killing Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah on 27 September 2024 and numerous senior commanders. The collapse of Bashar al-Assad’s government in Damascus in December 2024—facilitated in part by Hezbollah’s preoccupation with its own survival—stripped Iran of a strategically critical transit node and forward operating partner.24

This produced two diametrically opposed strategic interpretations in Washington, and the one chosen proved catastrophically wrong. The hawkish analysis held that Iran’s proxy deterrent had been degraded, creating a strategic window for direct military action before Iran could reconstitute it. The analytical community—including the CIA and the National Intelligence Council—concluded the opposite: Tehran would now accelerate its direct military and nuclear capabilities precisely because its indirect deterrent had been dismantled. The policymakers chose the hawks’ interpretation.25 This represents perhaps the most consequential single analytical error in the sequence leading to February 2026.

1.5  The Twelve-Day War, June 2025: A Rehearsal Misinterpreted

At approximately 3:15 a.m. Tehran time on 13 June 2025, Israel launched Operation Rising Lion—a coordinated surprise assault involving over 200 fighter aircraft executing multiple strike waves against Iran’s nuclear facilities, ballistic missile infrastructure, air defense networks, and military command nodes.26 The opening phase killed 30 Iranian generals and nine nuclear scientists, according to reporting confirmed by multiple journalistic sources.

On 22 June 2025, the United States entered the conflict directly. Under the codename Operation Midnight Hammer, the US Air Force and Navy struck three Iranian nuclear facilities: the Fordow Fuel Enrichment Plant, the Natanz Nuclear Facility, and the Isfahan Nuclear Technology Center. Fourteen GBU-57A/B Massive Ordnance Penetrator bunker-buster bombs were delivered by B-2 Spirit stealth bombers, supplemented by Tomahawk cruise missiles launched from a submarine.27 Iran retaliated with missile strikes against the Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar. A ceasefire was announced on 24 June 2025.

The Intelligence Dispute: “Months” vs. “Years”

The critical post-strike intelligence question produced an immediate and consequential dispute within the US government. A Defense Intelligence Agency preliminary bomb damage assessment—whose findings were subsequently disputed by the administration as premature—concluded that while above-ground structures had been damaged, the underground enrichment facilities at Fordow and Natanz had not been destroyed, and that Iran had moved significant quantities of its enriched uranium stockpile before the attacks. The DIA estimated the setback in months.28 CIA Director John Ratcliffe, citing updated intelligence, publicly stated the damage was more extensive and would require years to rebuild.29

IAEA Director-General Rafael Grossi provided the authoritative independent assessment: “no one is in a position to have fully assessed the underground damage at Fordow,” but “very significant damage is expected to have occurred.” He critically confirmed that Iran “retains the industrial capacity and knowledge required to resume enrichment work” and that “ultimately diplomacy and inspections are required to restrict its nuclear program.”30 The House of Commons Library’s authoritative research briefing concluded the damage ranged from “months” to an uncertain period, and that Iran’s nuclear knowledge base remained fully intact.31

Why Washington Misread the Rehearsal

The Twelve-Day War was processed in Washington through a lens of confirmation bias. The operation had achieved its kinetic objectives within twelve days, sustained no American combat casualties, and produced a ceasefire under US-led diplomatic pressure. These facts were absorbed as validation of three dangerous assumptions: that Iran could be struck with acceptable strategic risk; that IRGC retaliatory capability had been overestimated; and that the Islamic Republic was structurally more brittle than its reputation suggested.

This reading was structurally flawed. The Twelve-Day War had ended in a ceasefire under specific diplomatic conditions that would not replicate in February 2026. Iran had nine months to reconsider its retaliatory doctrine, adapt command and control structures, replenish missile and drone inventories, and recalibrate its strategic response to a fundamentally different second conflict. The assumption that February 2026 would produce outcomes similar to June 2025 rested on the premise that Iran would make identical choices in radically changed circumstances. It would not.

Chart 1.4  Iran Eastern Strategic Realignment: Trade and Partnership Indicators (2017–2024)
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Sources (left panel): EIA, Country Analysis Brief: Iran (October 2024): “China took nearly 90% of Iran’s crude oil and condensate exports in 2023, up from 25% in 2017”; EIA SHIP Act Annual Report (March 2025); Vortexa Analytics tanker tracking data. Sources (right panel): Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (25-Year Cooperation Program, March 2021); Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (20-Year Comprehensive Partnership Treaty, 2022); BRICS+ membership announcement, January 2024.



Table 1.2  Maximum Pressure 1.0 — Core Policy Assumptions vs. Verified Outcomes (2018–2025)

	Policy Assumption

	Stated Causal Mechanism

	Verified Outcome (Primary Source)

	Economic pain → capitulation

	Reducing oil revenues to near zero would force renegotiation on US terms or trigger regime collapse

	Revenues recovered from $14B (2020) to $53B (2023) via China teapot refineries. Iran oil exports approached 5-year high in Q1 2024. [EIA SHIP Act Annual Report, Oct 2024; CRS IF12952, 2025]


	Isolation → hardliner weakening

	Economic isolation would strengthen Iranian reformists and weaken IRGC-aligned hardliners in domestic politics

	Ebrahim Raisi (hardliner) won 2021 presidential election in a landslide; IRGC expanded political and economic control throughout maximum pressure period. [CRS R44942, 2018]


	Pressure → popular uprising

	Economic despair would produce popular uprising sufficient to threaten regime stability

	Mahsa Amini protests (2022) were suppressed; at least 551 protesters killed per UN Fact-Finding Mission (A/HRC/54/23). No organized alternative power structure emerged. [UN Human Rights Council, 2023]


	Sanctions → non-proliferation

	Denying resources would prevent Iran from escalating its nuclear program and enrichment activities

	Iran stockpile grew from 202 kg (JCPOA cap) to 6,201 kg by Nov 2024; enrichment reached 60% purity; IAEA inspection access progressively restricted. [IAEA GOV/2024/67]


	Isolation → strategic isolation

	US secondary sanctions would prevent Iran from building countervailing strategic partnerships with Russia and China

	Iran concluded 25-Year Cooperation Program with China (March 2021) and 20-Year Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with Russia (2022); joined BRICS+ (January 2024). [Chinese MFA; Russian MFA]


	Secondary sanctions → enforcement

	US secondary sanctions would prevent third-country entities from purchasing Iranian oil outside the dollar system

	China took ~90% of Iran’s crude exports in 2023 through teapot refineries using yuan-denominated transactions, rebranding, and ship-to-ship transfers outside dollar-based tracking. [EIA Country Analysis Brief: Iran, Oct 2024]




Sources: US Energy Information Administration, Country Analysis Brief: Iran (October 2024); EIA, SHIP Act Annual Report (October 2024 and March 2025); IAEA Board of Governors, GOV/2024/67 (November 2024); UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Islamic Republic of Iran, A/HRC/54/23 (September 2023); Congressional Research Service, R44942 and IF12952; Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.



Table 1.3  JCPOA Key Nuclear Provisions vs. Post-Withdrawal Iranian Actions (2018–2024)

	JCPOA Provision

	Original Requirement

	Post-2018 Iranian Action

	IAEA Report

	Enriched uranium stockpile cap

	Total LEU stockpile ≤ 202 kg at ≤3.67% U-235 purity for 15 years

	Stockpile ~6,201 kg by Nov 2024; enrichment at 60% purity (near weapons-grade)

	GOV/2024/67


	Centrifuge limits

	Maximum 6,104 IR-1 centrifuges at Natanz; Fordow converted to non-enrichment use

	Advanced IR-6 and IR-2m centrifuges installed; Fordow resumed 60% enrichment

	GOV/2022/11


	Arak heavy water reactor

	Core redesigned to prevent plutonium production; heavy water exports required

	Redesign work continued; compliance with this provision largely maintained

	GOV/2021/15


	IAEA Additional Protocol

	Iran implements Additional Protocol; enhanced and more intrusive inspection access

	Iran revoked voluntary implementation of Additional Protocol in February 2021; IAEA access severely restricted

	GOV/2021/10


	Fordow enrichment ban

	No enrichment at Fordow for 15 years; facility converted to stable isotope production

	Enrichment resumed at Fordow; 60% purity enrichment confirmed by IAEA inspectors

	GOV/2023/66


	Enrichment R&D limits

	Centrifuge R&D limited to defined machines; no accumulation of advanced centrifuge product

	Iran began accumulating enriched material from IR-6 centrifuges; 60 kg threshold for 60%-enriched uranium exceeded

	GOV/2022/57




Sources: JCPOA text, 14 July 2015 (UN Security Council Resolution 2231, Annex A; full text at iaea.org/publications/documents/jcpoa); IAEA Board of Governors verification reports: GOV/2021/10; GOV/2021/15; GOV/2022/11; GOV/2022/57; GOV/2023/66; GOV/2024/67. All IAEA Board of Governors reports publicly available at https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/focus/iran/iaea-and-iran-iaea-board-reports.



1.6  The Architecture of Assumption: A Synthesis

The five preceding sections converge on a single analytical conclusion: the United States entered the period preceding Operation Epic Fury not merely without a sound strategy for Iran but without sound premises. The “architecture of assumption” that structured American Iran policy from 2018 through February 2026 rested on a cascade of interdependent errors, each reinforcing and amplifying the last.

The first error—that coercive economic pressure would produce strategic compliance—contradicted behavioral evidence from every comparable sanctions regime in the modern era. The second—that the Islamic Republic was economically fragile enough to be broken by oil revenue denial—ignored the adaptive capacity of a state with deep experience in economic warfare and a willing Chinese purchaser for its primary export. The third—that military action could substitute for the diplomatic framework demolished in 2018—ignored the fundamental asymmetry between destroying infrastructure and eliminating a nuclear capability that resides in the knowledge of thousands of scientists and engineers.

The Brookings Institution, in its March 2026 assessment published days before Operation Epic Fury, explicitly warned that “the danger of war in Iran” stemmed from the absence of a credible diplomatic framework and the strategic vacuum left by maximum pressure’s failure.32 The EU Institute for Security Studies, in its concurrent assessment, identified Washington’s core analytical failure as having “consistently misread Iran’s political will and institutional resilience.”33

The architecture of assumption documented in this chapter was not assembled through ignorance of the available evidence. It was assembled in defiance of it: against the weight of classified warnings, IAEA verification data, and analytical assessments from institutions whose professional purpose is to provide reliable intelligence. The chapters that follow document how this architecture translated into specific miscalculations across every dimension of American statecraft—intelligence, diplomacy, military strategy, economics, and alliance management. The present chapter has established the foundational premise from which all subsequent analysis proceeds: the 2026 Iran War was not an inevitability. It was constructed, assumption by assumption, from 8 May 2018 onward.
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CHAPTER 2

MAXIMUM PRESSURE, MINIMUM FORESIGHT
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Sanctions and Their Unintended Consequences
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The United States spent eight years constructing the most elaborate sanctions architecture in modern history against the Islamic Republic of Iran. Executive orders accumulated, OFAC designation rounds multiplied, congressional authorities were expanded, and multilateral coalitions were assembled. By early 2026, the apparatus encompassed more than 875 designated persons, vessels, and entities, targeting every sector of the Iranian economy from oil and gas to construction, mining, textiles, and financial services. And yet, Iranian crude oil exports, which had crashed to a historic low of 370,000 barrels per day in mid-2020, had recovered to 1.483 million barrels per day by 2024—generating an estimated $43 billion in annual revenue even under the heaviest sanctions regime ever imposed on a petroleum state.1 The miscalculation was not one of design but of strategic assumption: that economic pain would translate into political submission. It did not. Instead, maximum pressure destroyed Iran's moderate political constituency, expanded the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ (IRGC) economic empire, and drove Tehran into formalized strategic partnerships with precisely the adversaries—China and Russia—that the United States could least afford to strengthen.

This chapter documents five interconnected dimensions of that failure: the scope and stated goals of the sanctions regime; the China loophole that negated its revenue impact; the internal political backlash that it generated; the forced "Look East" realignment it produced; and the pre-war oil surge that demonstrated, in unmistakable terms, that eight years of maximum pressure had failed to degrade Tehran's strategic decision-making capacity.

2.1  THE SANCTIONS REGIME: SCOPE, SCALE, AND STATED GOALS

The legal architecture of Iran sanctions accumulated through two Trump administrations and was amplified—paradoxically—during the Biden interregnum. The foundational act was Executive Order 13846, signed on August 6, 2018, which consolidated and reinstated authorities from five prior Iran sanctions executive orders following the May 2018 JCPOA withdrawal.2 By November 5, 2018, OFAC had executed what the Treasury described as its "largest ever single-day action targeting the Iranian regime"—adding more than 700 individuals, entities, aircraft, and vessels to the Specially Designated Nationals list. The redesignation of NIOC, NITC, and associated petroleum entities meant that any transaction touching Iranian oil was presumptively unlawful for US persons and, through secondary sanctions, potentially devastating for third-country firms.

The second Trump administration launched Maximum Pressure 2.0 through National Security Presidential Memorandum 2 (NSPM-2), signed February 4, 2025. Its directive was unambiguous: the Secretary of State was ordered to "implement a robust and continual campaign...to drive Iran’s export of oil to zero, including exports of Iranian crude to the People’s Republic of China."3 The memorandum simultaneously directed the rescission of all outstanding sanctions waivers, including those related to the Chabahar port development project, and ordered the Attorney General to pursue impoundment of illicit Iranian oil cargoes transiting American-linked maritime infrastructure.

The enforcement pace under NSPM-2 was unprecedented. Between February and December 2025, OFAC executed more than twenty rounds of Iran-related designations. The Congressional Research Service documented the breadth of the campaign in CRS In Focus IF12452 (updated August 19, 2025), confirming that the second Trump administration had expanded the designation universe to cover Chinese teapot refineries by name—a qualitative escalation beyond anything attempted in the first term.4 On September 27, 2025, the multilateral dimension intensified when France, Germany, and the United Kingdom formally triggered the snapback mechanism under UNSCR 2231, reimposing all previously suspended UN Security Council sanctions on Iran.5 A Chinese-Russian draft resolution to delay the snapback failed to achieve the required votes. Iran officially terminated JCPOA participation on October 18, 2025.

Table 2.1 — Key US and UN Sanctions Actions Against Iran: Enforcement Milestones (2018–2026)

	Date

	Action / Instrument

	Primary Target

	Stated Goal

	May 8, 2018

	JCPOA withdrawal; NSPM directing reimposition of all sanctions

	Iran nuclear/financial/energy sectors

	Force renegotiation or regime collapse


	Aug 6, 2018

	Executive Order 13846 – reinstated all JCPOA-era OFAC authorities

	Iranian metals, currency, auto sectors

	Comprehensive economic isolation


	Nov 5, 2018

	OFAC largest single-day action: 700+ SDN designations

	NIOC, tankers, shipping firms

	Reduce oil exports to zero


	Jan 10, 2020

	E.O. 13902 – construction, mining, manufacturing, textiles

	Non-oil sectors

	Broader economic strangulation


	Feb 4, 2025

	NSPM-2 – Maximum Pressure 2.0, orders oil exports driven to zero

	Iran/China oil trade; Chabahar waiver rescinded

	Zero Iranian oil on global market


	Feb 6, 2025

	OFAC sb0026 – 15 entities in China, India, Iran, UAE

	Shadow fleet operators

	Disrupt shipping evasion networks


	Mar 13, 2025

	OFAC sb0049 – Iran Oil Minister Mohsen Pak designated

	NIOC leadership

	Decapitate oil export administration


	Apr 16, 2025

	OFAC designates 1st teapot refinery (Shandong Shouguang Luqing)

	Chinese independent refiners

	Close China loophole


	May 8, 2025

	State Dept – 3rd teapot refinery (Hebei Xinhai Chemical)

	Chinese independent refiners

	Further close China loophole


	Sep 27, 2025

	UN sanctions snapback completed (UK/France/Germany trigger)

	All JCPOA-related UN sanctions reimposed

	Multilateral pressure restoration


	Dec 18, 2025

	OFAC sb0341 – 29 vessels designated

	Shadow fleet expansion

	Disrupt maritime evasion


	Feb 6, 2026

	E.O. 14382 – secondary tariffs on nations trading with Iran

	Third-country buyers

	Force global trade cutoff



Sources: Executive Order 13846 (Aug 2018); OFAC Press Releases sb0026, sb0049, sb0072, sb0341, sb0405 (2025–2026); The White House, NSPM-2 (Feb 4, 2025); U.S. Department of State Snapback Statement (Sep 27, 2025); U.S. Federal Register, E.O. 14382 (Feb 11, 2026).

2.2  THE CHINA LOOPHOLE: SHADOW FLEETS AND TEAPOT REFINERIES

The strategic assumption that underlies all sanctions regimes is that the target state lacks the capacity to build resilient evasion networks. Iran systematically falsified this assumption. The mechanism of evasion was the industrialization of opacity through two interlocking systems: China's independent "teapot" refineries and an expanding global shadow fleet of tanker vessels.

China's independent refiners—nicknamed "teapots" for their small initial scale—received crude oil import licenses beginning in 2015 and expanded rapidly. By 2025, Shandong Province alone hosted approximately 4 million barrels per day of combined teapot refining capacity, roughly one-fifth of China's total. When major state-owned refineries such as Sinopec and PetroChina stepped back from Iranian crude to protect their exposure to US dollar-clearing systems, the teapots filled the vacuum. By 2024, they absorbed an estimated 90% of Iran's oil exports to China—which by that year represented 97% of Iran's total exports.6

The payment infrastructure was designed for opacity. Iran's crude arrived at Chinese ports relabeled as originating from Malaysia or Oman, exploiting the fact that Chinese official customs data recorded zero imports from Iran in 2024 while simultaneously recording 1.4 million barrels per day from Malaysia—triple
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